Collaborative Writing Guidelines from Markel
This document is relevant for a lot of the work we do in technical communication, but especially for when doing peer-review or team projects.
Critiquing a Draft
	Start with a positive comment. Even if the draft is weak, begin with a positive statement: "You've obviously put a lot of work into this, Joanne. Thanks." Or, "This is a really good start. Thanks, Joanne."
	Discuss the larger issues first. Begin with the organization and development of the draft, the use of logic and evidence, and the design and use of graphics. Then work on paragraph development, and then on sentence-level matters and word choice. Leave editing and proofreading until the end of the process.
	Talk about the writing, not the writer.

RUDE
You don't explain clearly why this criterion is relevant.
BETTER
I'm having trouble understanding how this criterion relates to the topic.
	Focus on the group's document, not on the group member's draft. Your goal is to improve the quality of the document you are working on, not to evaluate the writer or the draft. Offer suggestions about how to make the communication more effective.

RUDE
Why didn't you include the price comparisons here, like you said you would?
BETTER
I wonder if the report would be stronger if we include the price comparisons here.
	In the better version, the speaker is focusing on the group's goal--to create an effective report--rather than on the writer's failure to include some information. Also, the speaker qualifies his recommendation by saying, "I wonder if. . . ." This approach sounds constructive rather than boastful or annoyed.

Communicating Diplomatically
Listen carefully. Set aside any preconceptions based on the speaker's age, race, appearance, or sex. Maintain eye contact with the speaker, paying attention to the ideas, not to the words themselves. Examine the speaker's use of evidence and logic. Compare the speaker's message with what you already know about the subject. Think of questions you might ask later.
	Let the speaker finish. Don't interrupt.
	Give everyone a chance to speak.
	Avoid personal remarks and insults. Be tolerant and respectful of other people's views and working methods. Doing so is right, both ethically and practically. It is ethical to treat people respectfully, as you want them to treat you. And it is practical: if you anger people, they will go out of their way to oppose you.
	Don't overstate your position. A modest qualifier such as "I think" or "it seems to me" is an effective signal to your listeners that you understand and acknowledge the possibility that everyone may not share your point of view.
OVERBEARING
My plan is a sure thing; there's no way we're not going to kill Allied next quarter.
DIPLOMATIC
I think this plan has a good chance of success: we're playing off our strengths and Allied's weaknesses.
	In the diplomatic version, notice the speaker's decision to call it "this plan" rather than "my plan."
	Don't get emotionally attached to your own ideas. When you meet opposition, try to understand why other group members don't agree with you. Digging in is usually unwise--unless the matter is a serious one of principle--because, although you may be right and everyone else wrong, it's not likely.
	Ask pertinent questions. Don't be afraid that you will appear ignorant; the brightest people constantly try to understand what they hear and to connect it to other ideas. Asking pertinent questions also helps other group members by encouraging them to examine what they hear.
	Pay attention to nonverbal communication. People communicate through tone of voice, facial expression, and body language. Bob might say, for example, that he understands a point, but his facial expression might reveal that he doesn't. If a group member's body language suggests confusion, ask him or her about it. A direct question is likely to elicit a statement that will help the group clarify its discussion.

Setting Your Agenda
Define the group's task. What document, or "deliverable," will your group submit? Every group member has to agree, for example, that your task is to revise your company's employee manual by April 10 and that the revision must be no longer than 200 pages. You also need to reach consensus on the more conceptual aspects of the task, including clearly defining the audience, purpose, and scope of the document.
	Choose a group leader. This person serves as the link between the group and management. (In a school setting, the group leader represents the group in communicating with the instructor.) The group leader also keeps the group on track, leads the meetings, and coordinates communication among group members.
	Define tasks for each group member. As shown in Figure 4.1 on p. 69, the division of labor can follow different patterns. Naturally, all group members will participate to some extent in each phase of the project, and each group member will review the document at every stage. However, each member will have chief responsibility for a task to which he or she is best suited.
	Establish working procedures. Members need answers to the following questions--in writing, if possible--before the work of the group proceeds:
	When and where do we meet? 
What procedures will we follow in the meetings? 
How--and how often--are we to communicate with other members of the group, including the group leader? 
	Establish a procedure for resolving conflict. Disagreements about the project are inevitable, but they can also be very valuable. Give every member a chance to express his or her ideas fully, find areas of agreement, and try to resolve the conflict by vote.
	Create a style sheet. If all group members use a similar style in drafting, the document will need less revision. Discuss as many aspects of style as you can: use of headings and lists, paragraph style and length, level of formality, and so forth. You will probably need to continue this discussion in a follow-up meeting.
	Establish a work schedule. Starting with the date the document is due, work backward to create a schedule for the entire project. For example, to submit a proposal on February 10, you must complete an outline by January 25, a draft by February 1, and a revision by February 8. Each of these dates is called a milestone.
	Create evaluation materials. Group members have a right to know how their participation will be evaluated. In schools, students are likely to evaluate themselves and other group members. In the working world, however, managers are more likely to do the evaluations.
Conducting Efficient Meetings
Arrive on time. If you know you will have to miss a meeting, notify the group leader as soon as possible.
	Stick to an agenda. Create the agenda beforehand so that everyone can come to the meeting prepared. Don't stray too far from the agenda. If you find you need to discuss an important point that isn't on the agenda, schedule another meeting.
	Record the important decisions made at the meeting. One group member should serve as secretary by making a record of the meeting focusing on any decisions the group makes and any tasks to be carried out after the meeting.
	Summarize your accomplishments and make sure every member understands what his or her assignment is. The group leader should formally close the meeting by summarizing the progress the group has made in the meeting and stating the tasks each group member is to work on before the next meeting. If possible, the secretary should give each group member this informal set of meeting minutes.

