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Planning Your Collaboration

At the end of a semester-long project on advanced database techni

ques,

Eduardo, a graduate student in computer science, reflected on his team’s

collaboration:

Interviewer: Did anybody give you aity input on the sections of
report that you wrote?

the

Eduardo: No. No, nobody gave their opinion on anybody’s work.

Interviewer: Did you expect them to?

Eduardo: Well, at the beginning, yes - . - but then everyvbody submit-
ted at the last mintte, so it Was rushed. Umm, also we didn't have a
chance ‘cause we didn't meet after we submitted the draft. At that
point, we were in finals, and we weren't going to do anything else.

Interviewer: How do you think your teamnates would evaluate your

contribution?
Eduardo: Well, I would hope they would say I did the most, but
don't know. I don't think some of them read [the final report].

1

Thomas, a biology student in a technical writing class, also feels that his

collaborative project did not live up to his expectations:

Thomas: Personally, I thought we could have used class time better.

Interviewer: How so?

Thomas: Because I think we could have got more of it done outside

of class. . . . It took us 50 minutes to revise about half a page

because of word choice or how we wanted to say it. 1 think that we

thought we were actually more ahead than what we were . . . &
then the final deadline caught up to us. It snuck up on us.

nd

Susan, an undergraduate majoring in math, similarly expresses frustra-

class:

tion with a collaborative project she worked on in her technical writing
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Interviewer: So hiow did you decide who was going to do what?
Susan: Well, originally we all decided that we were gonna get together
and do the Web site, but Rene took the disc and drafted the site her-
self. And then the vest of the project was just kind of, we volunteered

for stuff as it came up, I guess.

Interviewer: And how did you feel about that?

Susan: It kind of destroved our group working together. . . . We were
going to do it all together because none of us knew how to do a Web
site, and then Rene just went and did it all . . . and then she had to
come back and explain if to us,

These three students-—and all the other students discussed in this
book—were members of actual student teams observed as they worked
on team projects in technical writing and engineering classes. Like the
majority of the teams observed, these student groups had problems work-
ing together toward a common end. In some cases, students weren’t
aware of what their teammates had done, other teams failed to budget
their time effectively, and still other teams ended up with huart feelings
and resentment. This textbook is intended to teach you to replace such
frustrating team situations with ones where you coordinate with your
teammates to produce work that is better and much more innovative
than what any one of you could have created on your own. '

This book focuses on the role of writing in effective teamwork, First,
you will learn to produce the types of internal team documents that are
absolutely essential to a well-run project —documents such as task sched-
ules, meeting minutes, and team agendas as well as e-mails and memos
that help head off potential problems. Second, you will learn how to write
and revise large documents as a group. This focus on large documents
is important because so much collaboration in fields like engineering,
!:Jusiness, computer science, medicine, and hard sciences (to name a few)
involves major written documents such as design plans, proposals, re-
ports, manuals, and Web sites. This book teaches you specific writing
strategies for managing such large documents.

Before you continue reading, take a moment to review the three pre-
ceding scenarios and reflect on why these student teams experienced
breakdowns. What could these teams have done differently to prevent
the problems they experienced? :

© Why Teamwork?

These three scenarios illustrate the various problems that student teams
can encounter. Given the problems with collaboration, why do teachers
assign team projects in the first place? Group projects are typically
assigned in school for two reasons:
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1. To prepare students for the workplace by providing opportunities
to learn the social and organizational skills necessary for produc-
tive teamwork. Employers in many fields want to hire graduates
who already have experience working collaboratively.

2. To improve the educational experience through collaboration with
fellow students. Educational research suggests that people learn :
the most when working with peers toward a common goal. When |
students discuss problems with an instructor or someone else who
is considered an expert, they tend to automatically defer to the
expert’s viewpoint. However, when students discuss problems with |
peers, they are freer to debate and think through the problem and |
all the issues involved.

Let’s take each of these reasons separately. First, collaboration has
become the norm in most workplaces. On large, complex projects, no
one person. has all of the expertise and experience (let alone time and
energy) to complete the project by himself or herself. Even smaller proj-
ects tend to take advantage of teamwork. People working together can
often produce better outcomes in less time than any one person could pro-
duce independently. Team members benefit from a diversity of approaches
and perspectives that lead to innovative insights.

However, teams often fail to work together effectively—and that fail-
ure threatens the entire project. For instance, Tom DeMarco and Timo-
thy Lister (1987), experienced software specialists, write:

The success or failure of a project is seldom due to technical issues, . . .

If the project goes down the tubes it will be non-technical, human inter-
action problems that do it in. The team will fail to bind, or the developers
will fail to gain rapport with the users, or people will fight interminably
over meaningless methodological issues. (p. 88)

Because poor teamn skills waste so much company time, businesses are™
now putting pressure on educational institutions to provide authentic
team experiences that will produce college graduates with strong inter-/

personal, management, and coauthoring skills. Instructors assign team|

projects to give students opportunities to develop these skills.

Second, instructors assign team projects so that students have oppor-
tunities to learn from their peers. Many students are motivated by col-
laborative learning. Co-writing and collaborating give students opportu-
nities to share expertise, learn from others’ mistakes as well as successes,
and—most importantly —solidify what they have learned by teaching it
to others,

Unfortunately, teams in school settings do not function just like teams
in the workplace. Unlike school-based teams, work-based teams can de-
velop longer histories of working together and are more likely to have
clear-cut lines of authority. Thus, school-based teams have some unique
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challenges that are not present in work-based teams. This textbook
attempts to teach you how to navigate some of these challenges using
strategies that you can also carry into the workplace.

4» Understanding Collaboration Methods

The three scenarios that begin this chapter illustrate some of the prob-
lems that arise when teams fail to fully plan out a project and agree on a
collaboration method. In all three cases, the students being interviewed
disagreed with their teammates over the specific steps the team needed
to follow. These conflicting views of how the team should go about col-
laborating hurt the quality of the final projects and led to dissatisfaction
with the team.

Understanding different collaboration methods and their respective
costs and benefits can help teams identify and negotiate conflicting
visions of how the group should proceed. When working on documents,
groups can structure their collaboration using one of three basic meth-
ods (see Figure 1.1):

1. Face-to-face. The entire team sits down and writes the document
together. Usually one or two team members sit at the computer
and type while others give input.

2. Divided. The group breaks the document into sections and assigns
each team member a section.

3. Layered. Each person on the team is assigned one or more specific
roles. Each person works on the document in turn, adding his or
her own expertise to the product. The document slowly accamu-
lates in layers as each team member revises and improves upon
what already exists.

The type of collaboration method a group uses has significant conse-
quences for how the work proceeds. In the interviews beginning this
chapter, Eduardo describes experiences typical of groups that rely on
divided collaboration. Team members completed their individual sec-
tions at the last minute, there was no time for discussion of the final
draft, and Eduardo is not sure if his teammates even read the final report.
Moreover, one of the team members produced a section that was of par-
ticularly low quality—contributing to the disappointing grade this group
received.

Whereas Eduardo’s group never met to discuss the draft, Thomas’s
group tried to complete afl of its work in team meetings. The tearm mem-
bers’ attempt to draft their entire proposal face-to-face not only was
inefficient but also lowered project quality because they were rushed for
time at the end and ended up dropping sections. In addition, although
Thomas was not aware of it at the time, one of the group members was
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Face-to-face: Team members
work together on all parts of the
project. Face-to-face collabora-
tion requires the most individual
effort from each team member
and often produces tension
among group members.

Divided: Team members divide
the project into as many sections
as there are group members and
assemble the sections at the

end of the project. This method
involves the least collaboration.

Layered: Each team member
takes a turn contributing 1o the
project, making revisions and
additions in accreting layers. This
method most closely resembles
the collaboraticon found in pro-
fessional workplace settings.

Tim:

FIGURE 1.1. Three methods of collaboration

extremely upset with the group dynamics, perceiving the team as not
valuing her input. When a team relies too much on face-to-face collabo-
ration, such resentment is common because it is virtually impossible for
three or more people sitting around a computer to contribute equally.

Susan’s group illustrates how the failure to discuss a collaboration
method as a group can produce conflict. Susan felt the group should
have created the Web site face-to-face; however, Rene operated using a
layered collaboration method in which she completed an initial draft
and then tried to hand the project off to others to revise and finish.
Although this layered approach seemed more appropriate to this project
than Susan’s face-to-face method, Rene’s failure to discuss her collabora-
tion plans resulted in a major breakdown in group dynamics.

See Table 1.1 for a summary of the advantages and drawbacks of the
face-to-face, divided, and layered methods of collaboration.
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Method

Advantages

Drawbacks

Face-to-face

* Allows team members to
quickly share a large number of
ideas— particularly useful for
brainstorming and debating the
pros and cons of different ideas.

» Effective for drafting plans, out-
lines, and task schedules.

s Effective for discussing graphic
design, such as a company
brochure or the layout of a
Web page.

+ Often difficult to schedule
large blocks of time when the
team can meet outside of
class. '

Can be difficult for everyone o
have equal input—the person
sitting at the keyboard can
control what is said.
Ineffective for drafting text and
content—wastes individual
time and can produce conflict.
Often impossible in the work-
piace, where team members
may be geographically distant.

*

Divided

Allows the work o be completed
in the least amount of time.

Minimal collaboration.

¢ Can be difficult to recover if
one team member fails to do
his or her share or does a poor
job.

Content likely to contain dupli-
cations, gaps, and
inconsistencies.

Style can suffer from inconsis-
tent tone, word choice, and
writing quality.

Layered

* Helps ensure a high-quality
project because everyone has
multiple oppertunities to con-
ribute, critique, and improve
upon the project.

Maximizes the contributions of
all group members.

Motivates the group because
everyone feels ownership of the
full document.

Particutarly effective for drafting
and revising.

Mirrors collaboration in the
workplace.

*

Different team members’ roles
may require unequal effort—
this is common In a work set-
ting but may create problems
in a schoot setting, where all
team members are expected
o contribute equally.
Requires thoughtful planning
up front—some team mem-
bers may feel anxious spend-
ing time on planning rather
than jumping into the details.

TABLE 1.1. Advantages and drawbacks of the three collaboration methods
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Despite its substantial advantages, student teams tend to underutilize
layered collaboration—probably because it requires the most planning
and experience of the three methods. While face-to-face collaboration
and divided collaboration seem to come naturally to student teams, lay-
ered collaboration requires forethought and some basic training to use it
effectively. In part because layered: collaboration is unfamiliar to stu-
dents—and in part because it is the form of collaboration that most fre-
quently leads to higher-quality products— this book stresses layered col-
laboration in much of the advice and many of the examples provided.

Alternating Collaboration Methods

Often when students are assigned a team project, their first instinct is to
schedule a series of face-to-face meetings. Not only does this put a tre-
mendous strain on everyone’s personal schedules, but face-to-face col-
laboration may not even be the most productive form of collaboration
for the group at this stage. By figuring out which type of collabora-
tion will be most beneficial at various stages in the project, team mem-
bers can avoid many problems and ensure that they use their time
together productively.

Few experienced teams rely exclusively on a single collaboration method.
Most teams alternate collaboration methods throughout the project, de-
pending on what the group is trying to accomplish at each stage. Thus, a
team will often begin with face-to-face collaboration in the early stages
of a project; switch to layered collaboration to complete the “heavy,”
detailed work of the project; and then switch back to face-to-face collabo-
ration to discuss revisions or to work out a presentation. Or the team
might initially divide up the work so that each team member drafts a sec-
tion independently and then switch to layered collaboration for the revi-
sion process.

Table 1.2 illustrates a group that alternates the face-to-face and lay-
ered collaboration methods. In the early stages of the project, the group
meets face-to-face to discuss the project’s direction and to assign tasks to
team members. About a third of the way through the project, the group
switches to layered collaboration, with team members successively add-
ing to, elaborating on, critiquing, and revising one another’s work. Table
1.3 provides an overview of which types of collaboration are generally
most effective at various stages of a project.

Switching collaboration methods might seemn complicated at first.
However, with a clearly defined task schedule, such as the one in Table
1.2, groups can easily stay on task. In fact, if you take away only one les-
son from this book, it should be this: a well-planned task schedule is key
to the success of any collaborative project. Task schedules will be dis-
cussed in more detail in the following chapters.




! Gonducting research

i

i
i

H

10 PART1 4 Before You Start

Deadline Who Task

3/02 Everyone Initial group meeting

3/04 Everyone Group meeting

3/04 Stephen E-mail schedule and notes from group mesting

3_/1 3 Tim Complete client interviews; e-malit interview notes to the group

% 4 Everyone Group meeting at 3:00 p.m. to discuss interviews

314 Stgphen E-mail notes from group meeting“

3/21 Charlotte E-mail rough draft of requirements document minus B

. introduction and conclusion

3/23 Tim E-mail comments on requirements document

3/29 Stephen “E-mail revised draft of requirements with introduction and
conclusion added ‘

3/31 Tim E-mail draft of cover letter addressed to client -

4/03 Charlotte E-mail re\a;ised and polished draft of all materials to group for

last-minute comments

4/04 am. Stephen E-malil editing suggestions to Charlotte

4/04 p.m. Charlotte Turn in final draft to professor by 3:00 p.m.

TABLE 1.2. Task schedule from a project that switches from face-to-face
to layered collaboration

Tim is the researcher and client expert; Stephen is the project manager and
secondary writer; Charlotte is the primary writer and editor. Note that the
task schedule can be color-coded or shaded to highlight each team member’s
responsibilities.

e

:
Task or Project Stage Most Appropriate Collaboration Method

Face-to-face

Face-to-face

Any, depending on the type of research
Layered or divided

Face-to-face or layered -

Brainstorming
[ Planning a task schedule

Drafting text
Talking to third parties (instructors,
clients, users)
Discussing a draft
Resolving disagreements or major
changes to project
Revising text Layered
Preparing presentations or other Layered or face-to-face
. visual materials
| Editing text Layered

|

Face-to~face or layered
Face-to-face

A
TABLE 1.3. Most appropriate collaboration method for various stages
of a project
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Exercises

1. Think of a time when you were invelved in a group project at school or at work.
Which collaboration method or methods did your group use? How did your choice
of collaboration methods contribute to the group’s success? How did your choice of
collaboration methods lead to conflicis, inefficiencies, or poor project quality?
What would you do differently if you were to start this project from scratch?

this textbook are directly based on the interactions of actual stu--
efore youi compléte any of the video exercises; take a moment to
oductory video on the Team Writing Web sife, which describes

were prodiiced and created. S '

.. The videos i

2. View Team Videc 1: Mark, Natalie, and Keith on
the Team Writing Web site. Answer the following
questions about the video:

a. What method of collaboration does this team
seem to be using?

b. For each team member—Mark (typing at the
computer), Natalie, and Keith—provide two or
three words or short phrases describing thelr Team 1
role on the team.

c¢. Based on what you have observed, which team member do you think made the
most important contribution, and which one made the least important contribu-
tion? Why?

d. Review Table 1.1. Which drawbacks do you see illustrated in the way the stu-
dents in this video are collabeorating? What problems do you anticipate this
team will have in the future if the students continue this style of collabaration?

e. What changes would you suggest that this group make to improve their
coltaboration?

3. Once you have completed guestion 2, read Appendix C, “Responses and Out-
comes for Team Video 1.” Read about this project’s outcome and what the team
members themselves said when they viewed a copy of this video after the project
was over.

a. Now that you have more information, how would you modify your original
responses to questions 2b—2e?

b. What actions would you advise the unhappy members of this group to take?
How would you have handied the situation if you were Natalie? If you were
Mark?

c. What major lessons can you learn from observing this team?
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4, \View Team Video 2: Shelly, Will, and Ben on the
Team Writing Web site. Answer the following
questions:

a. What method of collaboration does this team
seem to be using?

b. For each team member—Shelly, Will, and
Ben—oprovide two or three words or short
phrases describing their role on the team.

¢. Review Tabie 1.1. Which drawbacks do you Team 2

see illustrated in the way the students in this video are collaborating? What

problems do you anticipate this team will have in the future if the students con-
tinue this style of collaboration?

d. What changes would you recommend that this team make to improve their
collaboration?

&. What major lessons can you learn from observing this team?
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Project Management

In a team evaluation at the end of his project, Ryan commented:

Audrey was a great project manager. She really kept us on track, There
were several times when I wasn't sure what I should do next. Then I just
looked at her minutes and saw what it was I needed to finish up.

On another team, Bill similarly attributed team success to good project
management:

Steve did a great job keeping everybody updated. Because of him, every-
body knew what their deadlines were and how the group was going. This
was the first time I've been on a group project where everybody didn't wait
until the last minute to throw everything together-

Project management is one of the least understood aspects of collabo-
ration in student teams. Before we continue discussing how to organize a
collaborative project, you should understand what project management
involves and why a project manager is necessary—even on small projects,

€ Why Do You Need a Project Manager?

Students frequently confuse the role of project manager with “boss,”
“leader,” or even “dictator” and quite understandably decide that they do
not want a project manager on their tean. Instead of viewing the project
manager as a kind of supervisor, think of the project manager as some-
one who plays a specific role on the team by keeping the project on
course. The project manager’s primary responsibility is to track the sta-
tus of the project and to ensure that all team members know what they
should be doing at any moment,

The larger and more complicated the team project is, the more impor-
tant the role of project manager becomes. However, even small two-person
projects can benefit from someone who acts as project manager by sum-
marizing tasks and deadlines for the group. Often the project manager




