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Editor’s Note: This is a special reprint of  a report published in the print journal, Community 
Connect: The Journal of  Civic Voices, Vol. 2, Number 1, Spring 2010. The authors of  
the article explain the origins of  the Community Connect Project, which has led to the creation of  
this online outlet for academic work relevant to the region. Not a peer-reviewed manuscript, the  
piece is published here to serve as background information rather than as a model for submissions  
to the peer-review process.

Can we build it? Will they join? These were the questions we faced as we started 
on a grassroots project to create a network of  civic spaces for public communica-
tion  in  North  Dakota  that  people  will  use.  We thought  these  questions  were 
important because we were aware of  the paucity of  such projects, venues that 
were created but not used, and initiatives with only short-term success. 

Our work began in 2006, with a handful of  community residents and of 
members  of  the  University  of  North  Dakota  who were  concerned  about  the 
shortage and the shortcomings of  means for participating and for sharing inform-
ation in the state. Following informal discussions about these issues, a planning 
meeting was held at the University of  North Dakota on September 15, 2006. 
Meeting  attendees  agreed,  according  to  the  minutes,  to  commit  to:  involving 
community/communities in all the stages of  the project; being accessible in con-
tribution, format, and language; and being vigilant to differences of  generation, 
culture, education, class, and status that may create barriers to participation.

A University of  North Dakota group stepped forward to pursue an extensive 
discovery phase of  research, seeking community input about the desire for new 
venues for public communication. Between August 2007 and April 2008, a dozen 
UND scholars conducted several open meetings and 33 focus groups that took 
place in the city of  Grand Forks and around the state of  North Dakota and that 
included around 300 people. The dozen UND scholars facilitated and taped ses-
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sions in which participants debated the need for local and regional information, 
their means of  contributing to local and regional knowledge, the roles of  com-
munity-university collaborations in brokering local and regional information, and 
the  potential  for  a  junction  of  venues  for  communicating  local  and  regional 
knowledge.

The results of  the open meetings and focus groups confirmed some initial 
thoughts about a community-university project and produced some new insights. 
Research participants pointed out that information and expertise about key com-
munity resources and issues is difficult to access and cannot be found in any one 
place. They stated that knowledge from themselves and others would be more 
meaningful  and accessible  if  stored in  a  “clearing-house.”  They envisioned  a 
“community  of  communities”  to  incorporate  different  ways  of  making  and 
exchanging public information and knowledge as well as different ideas expressed 
by and representative for diverse citizens and civic groups. They specified a care 
for  encouraging and empowering those  less  advantaged and those from rural 
areas to speak up and make themselves heard.

With funding from several University of  North Dakota internal grant pro-
grams,  the  project  group moved from the  discovery  phase of  research to  the 
implementation stage of  action and its documentation. A first community-uni-
versity forum was held in Grand Forks, in an on-campus location as well  as a 
community location, April 18-19, 2008. Topics for the forum titled “Generating 
Ideas Through Partnerships” were solicited through a broad call for proposals. 
From the many suggestions that came in, a forum program was developed around 
four themes: Community-University Collaborations, Community Diversity, Com-
munity Ecology, and Community Arts. About 150 participants, half  from UND 
and half  from communities, attended the events, surprising forum organizers with 
the turnout and interest. To ensure the continuation of  these conversations bey-
ond the forum’s specific space-time limitations, the project group had made provi-
sions for recording and documenting the sessions. Audio recordings, video record-
ings, transcripts, and summaries of  these sessions were produced and were to be 
made available to those who attended and those who did not, through on-line 
and in-print postings.

After a robust design stage and a successful pilot forum, the project group 
sought  input  for  establishing  an  organizational  structure  for  the  project.  A 
strategy meeting was held at The Link on August 19, 2008, with approximately 
50 university and community people,  some who have long been involved and 
some new to the table. The comments indicated two somewhat conflicting con-
cerns: a need to proceed slowly to ensure the inclusion in the development of  the 
projects’ components of  every voice available; and a need to move ahead to pro-
duce results that would prove that the project proponents’ promise of  community 
action had not been just talk. A renewed commitment was made to find ways for 
reaching out to the disenfranchised – on their terms and in their locales.

The organizational structure for the project took shape with guidance from 
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the strategy meeting. When it was set, the steering committee included six UND 
faculty, four UND students, two UND staff, 13 representatives of  regional com-
munity groups,  and 12 residents  of  North Dakota  communities.   Community 
groups  joining the project through representatives  serve  youth,  senior  citizens, 
women,  people  with disabilities,  those experiencing poverty  and homelessness, 
those advocating community preservation and healthy life, community educators, 
community activists, Native Americans, African Americans, Hispanic Americans, 
New Americans, urban neighborhoods, and rural areas.

The steering committee held  its  first  meeting at  the University  of  North 
Dakota Center  for Community Engagement on November 14, 2008.  Steering 
committee meeting attendees brainstormed a name for the project, deciding upon 
Community Connect, and started discussing a mission for the project. The steer-
ing committee was resolute that the community-university forum should continue 
in the future and should become an annual activity, but rather than returning to 
Grand Forks, that a rural or tribal location should be selected for the next forum.

That fall of  2008, the project group wrote several external grants to secure 
funding for further activities. The Social Science Research Council, through the 
small  grants  component  of  its  Necessary Knowledge  for a Democratic Public 
Sphere Program (funded by the Ford Foundation), awarded Community Connect 
$7,500. The proposal described the project’s attempt to create physical as well as 
virtual spaces where citizens can meet regularly and work collaboratively to share 
public information thus shaping public policy. The proposal reflected the interest 
in bringing action back to its research grounds: it asked for support to move the 
project forward with a second forum, a first issue of  the journal, and a website, 
and with assessment of  their possibilities, structuration, and outcomes.

With the SSRC grant and additional UND funding, Community Connect 
moved forward toward a second community-university forum. Dallas Knudson, a 
resident  of  Towner,  North Dakota, came to suggest  that Rugby,  a community 
neighboring her own, and known as the geographical center of  North America, 
would be a good community partner for the 2009 forum. The forum was held on 
April 18 and 19, 2009, and has 140 citizen attendees, 100 of  whom were com-
munity affiliated and 40 of  whom were UND affiliated. A call for proposals was 
again broadly distributed at UND and in communities. Discussions with contacts 
generated ideas for the program, featuring the themes of  Resources for Entre-
preneurship, Models of  Entrepreneurship, and Entrepreneurship and the Arts. 
Again, forum sessions were documented through audio recording, video record-
ing, note taking, and later transcription. Forum feedback confirmed that the pro-
ject had reached maturity in terms of  providing a network or a network of  net-
works: a juncture for residents of  North Dakota communities to find members of 
the university or of  other communities to collaborate with, learn from, or share 
information.

The  project’s  journal,  Community  Connect:  The  Journal  of  Civic  Voices,  was 
released at the 2009 forum. The editorial board features a blend of  urban and 
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rural community members and university faculty and staff, including the director 
of  UND’s libraries and the executive of  North Dakota’s  Humanities Council. 
Two thousand copies of  the 32-page journal were printed, and some were distrib-
uted at the 2009 forum. Over the next four months, Center staff  and volunteers 
worked to create a statewide mailing list of  almost 1000 contacts in communities 
and organizations across the state and about 300 on campus. Despite the use of 
the university’s nonprofit mailing permit, each journal cost 50 cents to mail and 
about $3.50 for each returned and nonforwardable piece, a sobering fact in the 
face of  limited budgets. Each journal contained an introductory letter that soli-
cited sponsorships for continued publication twice a year. The second issue will be 
released in the spring of  2009 at the third forum held at Cankdeska Cikana Com-
munity College in Fort Totten.

With the debut of  the journal, the website remains the last of  the three civic 
venues for public communication to be launched. It has been delayed because of 
technical difficulties.  We had problems selecting a computer-based design pro-
gram that supports such features as databases and blogs while being user friendly 
and low cost. It also became imperative to find a graphic look encompassing all 
three project formats, the forum, the journal, and the website. With support from 
an information technology group and a graphic design student at UND, and with 
a commitment of  $1,500 in professional services from a local advertising agency, 
the design standards are being set. When launched in the spring of  2010, the 
website will include the history and the organization of  the project;  the docu-
mentation and the analysis of  the discovery phase of  the research and of  the two 
forums; the content and the policies of  the journal; and listings of  community, 
university, and community-university resources. It will include possibilities not just 
for viewing but also for interacting with the information and with other residents 
in the region.

We think that we can answer positively the question, will people use and sup-
port the venues we have created and launched? Dozens of  community and uni-
versity members have contributed ideas, opinions, presentations, exhibits, texts, 
art, and resources of  time and materials to Community Connect. For example, 
several civic groups were formed in the region as a result of  specific discussions in 
forum sessions. Following two sessions on New Americans in the pilot forum, new 
immigrants, local leaders, and university faculty have used meetings and e-mails 
to form a coalition. An informal discussion at the second forum has led to the 
intensification of  information exchanges  among several  community  organizers 
from rural areas. A student group, Partnership for Student Cultural Engagement, 
has proposed a special topics Interdisciplinary Studies class on community ser-
vice, and has volunteered to present the results in the third forum. In addition, 
traditional  media  in the state  have  covered  the  forum and the  launch of  the 
journal,  and are paying attention to Community  Connect  developments;  sub-
sequently there appears to be an increase in their consideration of  neighborhood 
and rural community issues.


