
Community Engagement in 
Technical Communication 

Pedagogy
Laura Gonzales, Ph.D. 

University of Florida, USA



According to Tatiana Batova (2020), 
community engagement in TPC “shows 

students the real-life impacts of their 
writing, teaches them how to navigate 

complex problems and engage in course 
materials more deeply, and encourages them 

to take more responsibility for their own 
success” 
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“Technical communication has a long 
history of engaging in projects with 

communities and organizations” (Emma 
Rose et al., 2017)

3



BIG CONCEPT
Bring the attention of your audience over a 

key concept using icons or illustrations
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“Community-based technical communication, then, 
provides a foundation for expanding TPC audiences. Not 

merely users but active cocreators, citizens of all kinds 
require technical communication that demands more 

expansive, inclusive approaches to communication 
practices and to the theories that undergird knowledge 

making” (Natasha Jones, Kristen Moore, Rebecca 
Walton, 2016)
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Why teach community engagement in 
technical communication? 

Students 
learn about 
ethics and 

social 
justice 

Students 
work with 
real clients

Students 
learn to 

apply 
feedback
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Students 
experience 

the fluid 
nature of 
TC work

Students 
practice 

real-time 
collaborati

on



Comparing 
models

Different approaches to community engagement in TC 
courses
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Model 1: Student choice

8

Description

After reading about community collaborations, technical and professional communication, and 
user-experience research, this project asks you to collaborate with an organization or group of your choice 
to design, prototype, test, and share a tool or technology that will be used by your community partner. The 
specifics of each project will vary depending on your community partner, but the general goals of this 
project are to:

● Demonstrate your own approach to community collaboration
● Apply the theories you learned in class to a real-life project
● Understand the challenges, complexities, and benefits of working with collaborators
● Build your professional communication portfolio

Deliverables

The deliverables for this project will vary, but in general, you will submit:
1) A written description of the project you completed. Who did you partner with? How did you establish 

your collaboration? What worked well? What would you do differently next time? What did you create 
for your community partner? How did you get feedback on this project and what improvements did 
you make based on this feedback?

2) The artifact(s) that you made for your community partner. Please include drafts as well as the final 
product

3) A verbal presentation where you share your work in-progress with your classmates to get feedback



Model 2: 
Instructor choice
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Model 1: Student 
choice
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https://docs.google.com/file/d/1JDtpXsgtp5hE_XP2-xfdHRLJSTC7GLV7/preview


Model 2: 
Instructor 

choice
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Student Choice Instructor Choice 

Students are responsible for 
making community 

connections (positive and 
negative)

Students could choose to 
work with organizations 

related to their own interests 
and career goals

Students facilitated 
communication with their 

community partner on their 
own

Students got to all learn 
together about a local 

organization

Instructor built relationship 
with an organization that 

could extend beyond a single 
semester

More quality control and 
opportunities for feedback

Students facilitated 
communication with their 

community partner on their 
own

student 
effort=student 

benefit

Students learned to 
apply feedback

Students left with 
“real world” 
experience



Lessons learned
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1.
Need for framing

There are many approaches to community 
engagement. Students need some theoretical 
background to help them orient to this work.

 Suggestion:
Eve Tuck “A Letter to Communities” 
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2.
Technical training

Students can do more harm than good if they go 
into a collaboration without the needed technical 

training. It’s important to spend some time in 
class learning or sharing specific tools that 

students can use.  
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3.
Flexible scheduling

Academia and industry/community 
organizations have very different timelines. It’s 
important to be flexible with the timeline to fit 

the organization’s needs.   
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4.
Feedback is key

It’s important for students to receive feedback 
from many parties: 1) the organization, 2) the 

instructor, 3) other students in class.  
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“Having a community project 
with a local organization was a 
great way to tie the lessons 
learned into the real world.”
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“Our community engagement 
projects functioned to make this 
class essentially a practicum 
course, and these materials can 
feature in all of our professional 
portfolios. Our final projects, a 
website, were intended to be built 
as personal websites to serve as 
collections of our work for 
professional experiences.”

“In the future, bigger 
assignments should be broken up 
into smaller parts so that 
students know that they are in 
the right direction.

“I learned of the value of 
improving the community 
through community partnership. 
Through this class, I made an 
effective CV that I will be able to 
use for job applications.”



Thanks!
Any questions?

You can find me at:
@gonzlaur

gonzalesl@ufl.edu
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