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FINDING COMMUNITY PARTNERS TO SUPPORT YOUR WORK  
Collaborating with individuals and other community organizations can only improve your event.  A variety of viewpoints will enrich your project and ease your workload at the same time. Partners can take on tasks that you are not comfortable performing or don’t have the necessary experience (or time) to perform.  None of us can be experts in every topic, so it’s beneficial to find folks who will lend their expertise in support of your event.
Before you approach a potential community partner, consider the following:
· Decide how many partners you’d like to work with.  A group that’s too large may take more time than you have to spend.  

· Consider the event from a potential partner’s point of view. Is there a natural connection?
· Assess the partner’s availability.  If they’re overbooked, keep them in mind for next time.

· Ask partners for suggestions of who else they think should join the effort
· Can the topic of your program be tied to any events in the community that other organizations are already sponsoring?  If so, talk to those organizations.
· Decide what role(s) you’d like a partner to play before approaching them.  It’s easier to attract and motivate a partner when it’s clear they’re providing a necessary function. 
Put together your group of community partners at the start of your planning.  Partners will feel stronger ownership in the event if they’ve been able to contribute to it from its inception. 

Community partners can contribute to the event in a variety of ways. For example, they can…
· Provide expertise on the discussion topic or contribute their experience in fundraising, event planning, group dynamics, publicity or evaluation.

· Act as facilitator or suggest others who could play this role 
· Publicize the event by speaking at events around the community 

· Provide staff or volunteers to help support the project

· Help distribute invitations or flyers
Some places to look for potential community partners:
· Check with local colleges, universities, and UW- Extension offices for people who might serve as community partners. Also, you’ll find people there who study or work with conflict resolution.  These folks are excellent resources to serve as, or help train, facilitators. 
· Many communities in Wisconsin have programs designed to foster conversations about difficult public problems such as immigration, hate-crimes and racial inequities. Administrators and facilitators from these programs would be excellent partners, facilitators or guest participants. (We use the term “guest participant” as opposed to the term “panelist.” The later term suggests who ought to be a speaker and who should be a listener.  This can be a barrier to participants who already are shy about speaking up.)
· Faculty members could also serve as “guest participants.”  However, don’t rely entirely on academics to play this role. Instead, expertise should be defined broadly. The best discussions are generated not only by people who study the topics of your discussions, but also by people who have lived them. 
Although you may be reluctant to ask people to talk publicly about their personal experience with a difficult public issue, people are often happy to have a welcoming forum in which they can make their stories known. While it’s always a good idea to include people in the room who can provide basic facts and history, the conversations are most likely to engage people and remain in their memories if they revolve around stories heard in person from actual people. 

· Local civil rights and social justice organizations are great resources for finding people to serve as partners in the project or as guest participants to share personal experiences. Some possible groups to contact include local branches of NAACP and Urban League, organizations focused on aiding Hispanic immigrants, ACLUs, recidivism and rehabilitation organizations, and organizations focused on aiding refugees, such as Hmong refugees. Many communities in Wisconsin have an organization dedicated to celebrating or fostering diversity (e.g. Appleton’s Unity and Diversity). These are generally connected to MLK Day celebrations, or were started as a committee of people organizing such an event. These organizations are likely to be aware of someone in the community who could talk directly to the issues addressed in the films, even if they don’t have someone in their office to do so.
· Whenever possible, invite relevant public officials to become involved in the project and/or to attend the event. Their involvement confers credibility on the event, and very often encourages some people to attend who would not otherwise. Many people view talk as just talk and not a step toward action. But when they know a public official will be in the room, the possibility for significant change is increased and therefore also the incentive to attend. 
When public officials are in attendance, encourage them to sit among all the participants, not in front of them. If you’re asking everyone to sit in a circle for the discussion, the officials should as well. The mere position of public official connotes speaker, not listener, but officials have as much to learn in these situations as ordinary citizens (even though they may be unaware of that fact at the beginning of the event). The community will benefit most if the event can truly become an opportunity for listening to as wide array of perspectives as possible, not just a chance for officials to tell community members what decisions they have made and why.
Thank you to Kathy Cramer Walsh, Associate Professor, Department of Political Science, University of Wisconsin-Madison for her help in gathering this information.
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