
 

 

 

 

 
     

 
    

  
   
  

  
 
 
 

 

EFFECTIVE COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT:       
THE VISION  AHEAD  
November 5, 2014  
Overcoming Challenges  to Community Engagement  

This document offers  tips from our presenters about three  common challenges in  
community engagement work and meetings.  

Presenters: 
- Bev Thurber, executive director, Early Childhood Council of Larimer County 

(www.ecclc.org and www.bereadylarimercounty.org) 
- Corinne Van Dyke, assistant director, Poudre School District Early Childhood 

Programs (http://www.psdschools.org/department/early-childhood) 
- Jane Everett, family and community partnerships coordinator, Thompson
 

Integrated Early Childhood Program, Thompson School District
 
(http://thompson.k12.co.us/Domain/1278)
 

1)  Empty Chairs  at Meetings  
•	  	 Check  the basics! (Did you hit “send”  on  your meeting invitation?)  
•	  	 Ask the intended participants: Why aren’t they coming?  
•	  	 Check in with yourself:  Why are you holding  the  meeting?  What is  the purpose?  

Do  participants have an  active and important role? Or is this something  that can be  
handled over email instead?  

• 	 	 Remember that purpose  can change over time; check in  periodically  to see if you  
need to adjust the meetings as a result  

•	  	 Consider the structure of meeting: may need to change based on purpose  of the  
meeting  

•	  	 Start with the end in mind: What is your expected outcome?  
• 	 	 Do you have a joint agenda?   
• 	 	 Allow for time to get work done DURING  the meeting  
•	  	 Honor and respect  participants: make sure their input is valued, work gets done,  

you follow a joint agenda, and you prepare ahead of time (including meeting  
materials)  

• 	 	 Note about acronyms: define and help folks understand the  alphabet soup  

2)  Herding Cats  
• 	 	 How do you get people to the  table?  Make it appealing!  
• 	 	 Make sure your partners feel valued and respected  
• 	 	 Clear expectations are important:  understand and agree  on  a common goal to
 
  

move in the same  direction 
 
 
• 	 	 Plan, plan,  plan!  Spend  twice the  amount of time planning the meeting as  you will 

actually spend in the  meeting.  

To view more NCPFCE webinars and resources,  visit http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/family
Contact  the National  Center on Parent, Family, and Community Engagement by email  
(NCPFCE@childrens.harvard.edu) or by phone (1-855-208-0909).  

 

mailto:NCPFCE@childrens.harvard.edu
http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/family
http://thompson.k12.co.us/Domain/1278
http://www.psdschools.org/department/early-childhood
http:www.bereadylarimercounty.org
http:www.ecclc.org


 

 

 	     
 

   
  

 	    
 

 	   
 	  
 	  
 	    

   
	     

	     
  

 
 	    

   
	       


      
 
 	   

  
 	    

  
 

 	      
  
 
 

•	 Think about how best to engage your partners. What is the purpose of the 
meeting? Is there a good way to structure it so all parties are involved and 
engaged? For example, think about scheduling some small group time to engage 
more introverted people. 

•	 Be intentional about set-up: What is the table layout? How does that contribute to 
the dynamic? 

•	 Remember the importance of ground rules and sticking to them: 
o	 Everybody's voice counts. 
o	 Focus on problem-solving. 
o	 We want diverse opinions. Deliberately ask “what are the other 

viewpoints we haven’t considered?” Actively solicit differing opinions. 
o	 The goal is to work together. 

•	 From personal experience: We held a large meeting and missed a key opportunity 
to solicit other peoples’ opinions. We incorrectly assumed that meant the 
participants were in agreement... lesson learned! 

•	 Keep in mind that we do collaborative work; everyone has a lot of expertise so it is 
important to engage diverse opinions. 

•	 Use green, yellow, and red decision making cards for an opportunity to hear all 

voices. (See the webinar PowerPoint slides for an example of these cards.)
 

•	 Always remember the importance of relationships: even relationships that have 
worked well haven’t been without their challenges. 

•	 Add networking to meetings: just 20 minutes of networking can be very valuable 
to participants and keep them coming back for more. Great opportunity to touch 
base with partners. 

•	 Take strategies used in meetings with agencies and use them in your work with
 
families and with organizations
 

3)  Tug-of-War  
• 	 	 Conversations are not always easy  when  a variety of  personalities  and perspectives  

are involved.  
• 	 	 Value the passion of those at the  table.  
• 	 	 Assume everyone has  positive intentions.  
• 	 	 Try adding a reflective discussion to your meetings—and  deliberately plan for 



them when there is a controversial  topic at hand. 
 
 
o	  	 5 to  10 minute reflection on passion and  reflective questions.  
o 	 	 People tend to  develop a more positive approach as a result of these  

discussions.  
o 	 	 Ask: Can you recall a time when someone else's  passion created  

challenge for  you? Consider  times when your  own passion was  the wind  
beneath your wings and/or when your passion was the storm  that 
threatened to sink  the ship.  

o 	 	 These types of reflective questions allow people  to pause and reflect—  
and take  the edge off the controversy.  
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•	 Presenter’s own experience: We don’t always get it right. A partner announced a 
major change at a meeting, as if it were a done deal.  We took the opportunity to 
see how we wanted to deal with that. The council helped create a task force to 
work with them through the pilot phase with a neutral facilitator. It ended up 
being a strong learning experience. A neighboring program learned from this and 
took a more inclusive approach—which worked out more effectively. 

•	 Infuse these attitudes and practices into our conversations with families when 
supporting them in their interactions with community agencies. 

•	 We also can have specific conversations about attitudes and practices with 
families. 

•	 Reflects back on relationship based practices at multiple levels - tools we can all 
use. 
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