Work Styles and Writing
Assignments in the Community

In academic writing, the audience reads your paper because they have Lo or
are deeply interested in the topic. This is nat necessarily the case with writing for
the community where your aim may be to attract the person’s attention or persuade
someone once you do have the precious few minutes of his attention. In non-academic
writing, 1 personally see a different purpose: Be persuasive. Be succinct. -
—ANH BUI, FOURTH-YEAR STUDENT

When one of your assignments in an academic course with a service-learning com-
ponent is to write material for the use of a community organization, you find your-
self in an entirely different rbetorical situation than you do as an academic writer.
The adjective rbetorical and its root noun rhetoric carry with them some perhaps
unfortunate connotations. For example, when someone poses a question that she
or he does not really want answered, we call it “a rhetorical question.” When an
argument is merely form, lacking content or sincerity, we call it “empty rhetoric.”
Although rhetoric has popularly come to connote a devious or otherwise suspect
manipulation of language, its literal meaning is simply #he art and the product of
spoken or wristen expression, whatever the speaker’s or writer’s motives might be.
There is such a thing, of course, as constructive rhetoric, in which speakers and
writers craft their language to achieve a positive effect on an audience. A rhetor-
ical situation, therefore, arises from any communication scenario in which a
thoughtful speaker or writer must decide how most effectively to style his or her
expression so that it accomplishes its rhetorical purpose. Rhetorical purpose depends
very much on whom the speaker or writer wants to reach.

When you write practical documents in a community context, your primary
readers are no longer your instructor and a few of your peers, and your immedi-
ate purpose in writing is no longer to receive a good grade. Readers of practical doc-
uments comprise new, unfamiliar, and larger audiences than most academic writers
are used to. Depending on the kind of document you write and its purpose, your
readers may include the public, agency staff, or others associated with carrying
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out the agency’s work. Your purpose—whether to provide these readers with infor-
mation or explanation, or to persuade them—arises from real necessity.

When you write a brochure that will be mailed by the fire department to every
household within the city limits explaining a new local ordinance banning wood-
burning fireplaces, your readers are the general public, and your purpose is to
inform. When you write educational materials explaining tidepool ecology to
visitors to a coastal park, your readers are members of the public of all ages with
a demonstrated, if not well-informed, interest in the natural environment. Your
purpose is to explain to them the complexity and fragility of the ecosystem they
are witnessing and perhaps to persuade them, ultimately, that tidepools are not
an appropriate source of souvenirs. If you write a flyer distributed to homeless peo-
ple publicizing free AIDS testing, you are targeting a very specific, disenfranchised
group of people in an attempt to persuade them to come into a local clinic to be
tested and perhaps to receive further, much-needed medical care in the process.

Some writing targets agency insiders or professional readers, and its purpose
is to promote or sustain the work of the organization itself. When you write an
orientation manual for volunteers at a domestic violence hotline, your purpose
in informing them is to help train them effectively to field calls from a vulnera-
ble segment of the public. When you collaborate with agency staff in writing a
grant proposal for an inner-city after-school program that is looking for a way
to pay for computers for its kids to use, your readers may be members of a foun-
dation board reviewing many grant proposals from many community nonprof-
its. Your purpose is to persuade these readers that your agency and its program
are worth funding.

In service-learning, any writing that you do for a community agency should
teach you something worthwhile; one hopes that another outcome of your hard
work will be a good grade or positive evaluation. However, there are clearly more
immediate objectives.

WORK STYLES IN COMMUNITY WRITING

You will find that in many respects writing in the community has much more
in common with workplace writing than with most academic writing. This is
understandable since private nonprofit organizations and governmental agencies
are, after all, workplaces for the people who work in them, and, as businesses do,
they serve a clientele. Collaborations in writing and other kinds of work in com-
munity agencies and other workplaces are quite common, whereas collaborations
are less common in academic work. Working and writing in the community can
help prepare you in very tangible ways for the workplace, as well as informing
and enlivening your academic work.

The fact is that collaborations require both independence 474 cooperation. In
order to be successful, collaborations require each member of a team to pull his or
her independent weight. Student service-learners often find themselves in especial-
ly complicated collaboration scenarios because they are collaborating with so many
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people, in so many ways, and on so many levels. Not only are they collaborating with
agency mentors in forming and revising practical writing projects, but they are also
collaborating with their instructors and often with other students in completing
them. Whereas working with instructors and other students may be familiar to
you, collaborating with staff in community organizations may be entirely unfamil-
iar. It pays to understand something about the collaborative work culture in com-
munity agencies, since it differs so dramatically from academic work culcure.

Understanding the Work Culture
of Community Organizations

In many well-established private nonprofit organizations, there is a board of direc-
tors and an executive director. The board of directors generally comprises a com-
bination of staff (including the executive director of the organization) and
volunteer board members. Important decisions are generally made on the basis
of a vote taken among members of the board. The job of the executive director
is technically to carry out the decisions of the board, although most directors of
private nonprofits have leeway in making many decisions on their own. Some pri-
vate nonproﬁts operate by consensus, that is, important decisions affecting the orga-
nization are made only when all board members agree.

Not all private nonprofit organizations have boards of directors. If the orga-
nization has an executive director, generally this person has the final say on poli-
cy and procedure. If the organization operates by consensus, then all staff or project
managers, and possibly even key volunteers, have equal say.

Acquiring funding is a major and ever-present concern of all private nonprofit
organizations; staff and volunteers spend a huge portion of their time and ener-
gy just raising enough money to stay in business. If they don't raise funds, then
they can’t bring their programs and services to the community. Private nonprof-
its raise funds in three primary ways: (1) by applying for and receiving mone-
tary grants or material grants (gifts in the form of computers, office supplies, or
other materials) from private or corporate foundations or businesses; (2) through
membership fees and monetary donations from individuals; and (3) from fundrais-
ing events. Staff of nonprofits find it frustrating that often more of their efforts
go into fundraising—in the form of grant-writing, membership and donation
drives, and sponsoring and hosting fundraising events—than in implementing
their actual services and programs in the community.

However a private nonprofit organization is organized, staff and volunteers
collaborate on a daily basis in numerous and complex tasks. They work together
to conceive, articulate, and publicize their agency’s mission. They educate the pub-
lic through events and written materials. They devise and implement fundrais-
ing plans. They network with other groups, individuals, and policy-makers in order
to gather and share information and to gain public and political support. They
plan and perform outreach in the communities they serve. They conceive and carry
out programs and projects that fulfill their agency’s mission. Together, they keep
the office organized and operational.
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Depending on the size and funding of a particular agency, the number of staff
and volunteers and the ratio of staff to volunteers vary. A large and long-established
organization, especially if it is a national or international one, may have a num-
ber of paid staff, even in a regional office. Furthermore, because of name recogni-
tion, these organizations may have access to a fairly large number of volunteers who
will likely help the agency with special tasks. A small grassroots organization will
probably have a minimum of staff, often only one person who is seriously under-
paid and seriously overworked. This kind of organization will rely heavily on a lim-
ited number of volunteers, dedicated but few, even in the day-to-day running of
the office. No one, including staff in relatively large nonprofits, goes into this line
of work because of the fat paycheck, and work in the nonprofit sector is notoriously
grueling. But clearly, it is also meaningful and rewarding.

Although many, and probably most, students who work with community
agencies in service-learning placements will work for private nonprofit organiza-
tions, some will work for public nonprofit organizations, or governmental agencies.
Governmental agencies exist on the local (city and county), state, and federal
levels. Students working with governmental agencies are most likely to work at the
city or county level, with agencies ranging from fire and police departments, to
parks and recreation programs, to libraries and social service programs.

Governmental agencies tend to be run differently than most private nonprofit
organizations. For one thing, governmental agencies, even on the local level, are often
larger operations, employing more people. There also tends to be a more distinct
hierarchy in governmental agencies, often with separate departments or divisions
operating within one agency. Even more so than within most private nonprofit orga-
nizations, everyone answers to someone in a governmental agency; everyone has a
boss. For example, both office staff and field officers who work in the Hazardous
Materials Division of a large urban fire department answer to the Head of the Haz-
ardous Materials Division, and the Head of the Hazardous Materials Division
answers to the Fire Chief. The Fire Chief, in turn, answers to the City Council.

Governmental agencies are notorious for their complicated bureaucracies, and
even in efficiently run offices students’ practical writing projects can evolve more
slowly than in most private nonprofit agencies because there are more people
involved in the collaboration. For example, one student working within the Haz-
ardous Materials Division of a city fire department found that after his agency
mentor, the Head of the Hazardous Materials Division, had approved the con-
tent of a Web page that he was writing to inform the public about household
pesticides, he and his agency mentor had to submit the plan to the Fire Chief
for approval. The same chain of approval had to be followed before the finished
Web page could be posted to the fire department’s Web site. This process took time
and was occasionally frustrating for the student, but he and everyone else involved
were very happy with the finished product. If you work with a governmental
agency, be ready to work within a bureaucracy.

Governmental agencies are funded differently than private nonprofit orga-
nizations, but they, too, must scramble for funding. Since these agencies are
funded by the government rather than by private grants and donations, they
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must submit budget proposals at the federal, state, county, or city level. Just
because a governmental agency submits a proposal for a certain amount of
money to fund operations and programs doesn’t mean that it will be given
this money. Many governmental agencies, therefore, are financially strapped,
just as most private nonprofit agencies are. It would be relevant for you to
know how the community agency you are working with is organized and

funded, so ask.

Working with Agency Mentors and Staff

When you agree to work with a community agency, you may see yourself pri-
marily as a student and as a service-learner, but staff and volunteers at your
agency will see you as one of the team. They will expect you to do your job as
part of that team. The emphasis on collaboration in the nonprofit sector, how-
ever, does not mean that you will not work independently. You will. Even if
you are with a group of students at your agency, you will probably do quite a
lot of independent work in researching and writing your project. Collabora-
tion with agency staff will likely come into the picture most in hands-on work,
and in planning and revising a practical writing project.

Once the project is reasonably well-defined and you and your mentor have
agreed on its audience and purpose, you may find that you are pretty much on
your own, and that your agency mentor will send you on your way, expecting
you to work independently until the draft of the project is ready for review. After
providing editorial feedback on the draft of a practical writing project, your agency
mentor will probably send you off again with a smile and a “just do it” attitude.
For students who are used to more structured and more familiar assignments,
this degree of independence can be both liberating and disconcerting.

An agency mentor agrees to work with a service-learning student for one
primary reason: the student will contribute something tangible to the agency’s
work. Since most community agencies are understaffed, having one more per-
son to help with the work, especially with writing projects, is tremendously
useful. Many of the documents that students produce have been on agency wish
lists for some time, but these projects keep getting put off because staff must
focus on more immediate concerns. Agency mentors are thrilled, in this respect,
to work with students. One hopes, too, that agency mentors will enjoy work-
ing with students; most mentors do. They appreciate not only the work that stu-
dents contribute to their agencies, but also the students’” energy, their fresh
ideas and perspectives.

The fact that we refer to them as mentors—as opposed to, say, supervisors—
implies that mentors in community agencies do have an instructional role. Still,
it is important for you to understand that an agency mentor’s job differs from a
teacher’s job. Your teacher’s exclusive job is to teach you and other students. Serv-
ing as your mentor is one of many professional tasks on your agency mentor’s plate.
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I think an ideal mentor is someone who is very easy to reach, gives the writer a
reasonable workload, is explicit about what they are looking for in the project, and
checks up on the student frequently. But there must be a balance between check-
ing progress and giving the writer a legitimate amount of creative freedom.

—A first-year student

This student seems to be confusing the role of the mentor with the role of
the teacher. Teachers shouldbe easy for their students to reach. They can be expect-
ed to assign a reasonable workload, because they know what constitutes a rea-
sonable workload in an academic context. Instructors caz be expected to be explicit
in their assignments, because they are teachers; likewise, instructors often 4o take
the initiative in checking up on their students’ progress because that is part of their
job. Providing students with “creative freedom” may indeed 4ean important fun-
damental goal of an academic class.

Expectations that you might quite reasonably attach to your teacher cannot,
however, be reasonably transferred to your agency mentor. Agency mentors can’t be
expected to be at students’ service in the same way that teachers can, since men-
tors have other and different kinds of work to do. Agency mentors might not know
what a reasonable workload is in a service-learning context; it is up to you to be
clear and direct with your mentor if you feel that the work he or she expects from
you is too much. Neither can a mentor be expected to be explicit in an assign-
ment if he or she is expecting you to collaborate in clarifying it. It is not the men-
tor’s responsibility to check up on student progress; rather, it is your responsibility
to check in with your mentor when necessary. Ensuring that students have “creative
freedom” is not the point in service-learning placements; making sure that agencies
get what they need—whatever that may be—is. If your creativity can contribute
to the success of a project, that’s wonderful, but showcasing students’ creativity is
not a prerequisite for worthwhile practical writing projects.

Ideally, the mentor is someone who is patient and kind, someone who is already
well established in their organization so that they can tell students exactly whom
to talk to about what.

—Katie Braden, fourth-year student

The ideal agency mentor is responsive, helpful, direct, energetic. My agency
mentor was a busy man, as could be expected. However, he was good about
responding via email, and he left phone messages when necessary. This helped
me out a lot.

—Steve Schreiner, fourth-year student
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What can you reasonably expect from your agency mentor? Some expectations
are more realistic than others. Your agency mentor should be accessible and respon-
sive when you have important questions related to your project. But in the real
world, your mentor may not be as readily available or respond to your questions
as quickly as you would like. Most mentors are open to new ideas, but they also
frequently have set projects in mind and a way of doing agency work that may
limit your input. Because there is often a high rate of turnover among staff in com-
munity agencies, your mentor may be relatively new to the organization; although
most students would prefer working with seasoned mentors, some mentors will be
learning as they go, just as students are. Some will be more experienced or skilled
in working with students or will enjoy it more than others: that’s just a fact of
life. Although of course you hope that your mentor will be kind and organized
(as no doubt your mentor hopes that you will be), personality traits like these can-
not be categorically expected.

Mentoring styles vary widely. One mentor may relate to you matter-of-fact-
ly, with a down-to-business attitude; another mentor may invite you over for
dinner and take a more active role in providing you with guidance related to
your project and beyond. There’s really no telling in advance what kind of men-
tor yours will be. But in collaborating with your mentor, you will form an impor-
tant relationship, and you will certainly have a role in shaping it.

Working with Instructors

Instructors who assign community-based practical writing projects as part of
the work in their service-learning classes have a variety of individual approach-
es in managing these projects. Your instructor may take a hands-off approach,
preferring that you collaborate primarily or exclusively with your agency men-
tor and, if yours is a group project, with the other students in your group. If
your instructor’s approach is hands-on, she or he may want to check on your
progress at various stages of your project’s development, as you define, research,
plan, draft, and revise the project. Whether her or his approach is relatively hands-
off or relatively hands-on, your instructor will be the one evaluating the fin-
ished project, since it is part of your course work. This can be confusing, especially
if your instructor is providing advice and feedback on your project along the way:
you may wonder, who’s the authority here, the instructor or the agency mentor?

When you write for a community agency, the answer is the agency mentor. 1f
your instructor gives you ongoing feedback as your project develops, or even just
at the draft stage, he or she is trying to be helpful. Your instructor’s role in help-
ing to guide your practical writing project in the community is as an advisor;
the agency mentor will have the final word on what works or does not work in a
document you write for the agency’s use. Your agency mentor is essentially the pro-
ject boss; he or she knows much better than the instructor does what the agency
wants and needs from the project.
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The fact that your instructor is the one who will in the end evaluate your
project involves a kind of act of faith on your part. It is your instructor’s job, in
collaborating with you and your agency mentor, to understand the audience and
purpose of any writing that you produce for the agency; your instructor’s evalu-
ation of your project will be based on this understanding. Many instructors ask
agency mentors for their assessments of students’ projects before evaluating them.
You need to trust that your instructor knows the specific audience and purpose
of your community writing project well enough to evaluate its success on those
terms rather than as a piece of academic writing.

Working with Other Students

In group projects that involve writing for a community agency, or when drafts
of community writing projects undergo peer review, your collaboration process
is further complicated: you are considering not only your agency mentor’s and your
instructor’s feedback, but also feedback from other students. Of course, students
with whom you are collaborating in writing a single project will have both a spe-
cial understanding of and a vested interest in your work. Active collaborations with
other students in a working group are most likely to occur in the formative stages
of the project and in the revising and formatting stages.

After students working collaboratively have clearly defined a project with their
agency mentor, they must figure how to fairly divide the work, including research.
Although the research each student does may be accomplished independently, a
student group needs to come back together to plan an organizational strategy
for the document and to divide the work of drafting it. Although drafting the
whole is very often accomplished most efficiently by each student individually
drafting a part, it is essential that students collaborate in piecing these parts togeth-
er. Revising and formatting the finished document should be a collaborative effort.
(See “Collaborations among Peers” in Chapter 3. Also see Chapter 11, Format-
ting; and Chapter 13, Revising and Editing.)

Take care in a collaborative project that one student does not become the pro-
ject leader. The collaborative process fails when one person or group within the
larger group does more, or less, work than others. If you have had a poor experi-
ence with group work in the past, consider the possible reasons.

* Huave you shouldered the lion’s share of the responsibilities in group work?

If so, was it because your peers were lazy and you cared more about the work
than they did? Or (be honest!) are you the type of person who tends to take over?

» Have you not taken on your fair share of the responsibilities in group work?

If so, was it because you were lazy and just didn’t care? Or was it because you
have a hard time speaking up?
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Although simple laziness of some group members can be a factor, it is like-
ly that the causes of most unfair collaborations run deeper than this. In your
collaborations with other students, be self-aware, and pay attention to group
dynamics. Early on in the collaboration, articulate an agreement among all group
members that, regardless of personalities, everyone will contribute and no one
will dominate. .

In student collaborations, decisions that affect the whole project should be
arrived at through mutual agreement so that the project is unified, coherent, and
of one voice. Except in unavoidable circumstances, all students in the group should
together attend meetings with the agency mentor or any other meetings or events
that pertain to the whole project. Similarly, when meetings with the instructor
focus on the entire project, as opposed to a student’s individual part of it, all stu-
dents should attend.

If your practical writing project is a collaborative one with other students, plan
to serve as peer reviewers of one another’s work, contributing ideas, suggestions,
and editorial advice to each other. Clearly, students within collaborative groups
make excellent peer reviewers since they have an in-depth understanding of the
assignment, including the subject of the writing as well as its audience and pur-
pose. However, because other students in your group are “inside” readers, they
might sometimes find it difficult to read from your intended reader’s perspec-
tive. A student from outside your collaborative group can also function as an excel-
lent peer reviewer. In fact, an outside reviewer who understands the audience
and purpose of your project well might be better able to read from your audience’s
perspective, spotting gaps in information or explanations, perhaps, or language
that is unclear or not well suited for your intended reader.

Peer review is also, of course, extremely helpful if you are working on an
individual project. With the suggestions and comments that you receive from your
agency mentor and perhaps from your instructor as your project unfolds, you
will not lack feedback. But feedback from a peer reviewer can provide you with
a fresh perspective.

Collaboration in practical writing projects in the community can be both exhil-
arating and challenging. Working with a variety of people who are interested in
and excited about your work and invested in your success can energize you and
make you feel that you are contributing to something important through your
writing. And you are! But intense collaboration with so many people can be con-
fusing as well, especially if you sometimes receive contradictory feedback.

Just remember two things:

= Make sure that you have a good grasp of the assignment, its audience and its
purpose. If you do, then you will know what you are trying to accomplish
in your writing and will be better able to situate the feedback that you receive
within the context of your goals in writing.
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» Remember ff/afzt your agency mentor has the final word about what works and
what doesn't in your practical writing project.

DISCOURSE COMMUNITIES

In my community—servicg writing project, | had to look at my writing as my audi-
ence would read it, and fit my writing to my audience’s needs. At first, | discounted

how difficult this task could be, and wrote my draft with an ambiguous and
vague audience in mind.

—Karen Lai, first-year student

A dzscoume.community is a group of people, whether readers or writers, who
not gnly have interests in common but also a special way of communic’atin
w1th1n the group. These communities vary widely from coast to coast, region tg
region, neighborhood to neighborhood, even family to family; they va,ry fadical—
ly with age, culture, religion, education, ethnicity, native language, and man
many othfer factors. Adolescents, for example, may form a vast disc,ourse coni’:
munity, with a language and communication style that sets them apart from other
age groups. Within this enormous community are countless subgroups—jocks
stoners, skaters, gamers, and the list goes on and on—smaller, more specifi ll)
identified discourse communities. ’ ey

Dlscourse. communities exist everywhere, and understanding them equates
to under§tand1ng your audience when you are writing in the community. Mem-
!)ers of discourse communities have common interests, both in the sense of bein
interested in the same things and having the same needs and concerns. They als§
quite often practice particular language and communication styles in expressin
or sharing these interests. ’ ;

S‘c'ver.al basic characteristics can help you begin to identify discourse com-
munities in order to understand your audience:

» Age. How old are your readers? If they are children, what is their age group?
Elementary school age? Younger adolescents, in middle school? Older ado-
lescents or high school students? Young adults? Older adults? Elderly peo-

A .
p!c. Each of these age categories can be seen as comprising a broad
discourse community.

Educqtion or literacy. Level of education is often related to age, and lit-
eracy is often related to level of education—but not always, and not exclu-
sively. At what level of complexity is your audience able to read? Dort
assume that all adult readers are sophisticated readers; many aren't, for a vari-
ety of reasons. On the other hand, an adult reader whose first language is
not English may be a sophisticated reader in Cantonese, but not in English.
























