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For those of you who know me, you might believe I enjoy asking the hard questions, and I guess I would have to agree. I believe that asking hard questions lends itself to brainstorming and selecting potentially powerful solutions, moving groups one step closer toward their goal. In addition, I believe it is necessary to continue to ask hard questions even after the goal has been accomplished to successfully maintain excellence in our work. Let’s face it, the needs of children and their families, as well as the workforce that supports them, continues to change and evolve and therefore requires constant vigilance. Ours is always a work in progress and is not for the faint of heart. So you may ask, what is the hard question to ponder today? Here it is:

 “What is the difference between coordination, cooperation, and collaboration, and why is it important as an early childhood professional to understand the difference?” In retrospect, this is probably a series of hard questions but give me an inch… you get the point.  

Why is it important for early childhood professionals to understand the difference between coordination, cooperation, and collaboration?  There is no easy answer.  Early childhood professionals often find themselves working within a group (or groups) that erroneously define themselves as “collaborative”. Using the wrong term to describe the group doesn’t seem to be that important.  However, groups that call themselves “collaborative partners” when in fact they are merely coordinating or cooperating often confuse and frustrate most, if not all, of their members.  

Understanding the difference between the words coordination, cooperation and collaboration is taxing because they have often been used interchangeably. Indeed, if you “Google” this question you will find that there have been many attempts to clarify these words (albeit vaguely), and many continue to seek better answers. After reviewing several on-line dictionaries, I found out why that may be so. All three of our “C” words include, “working together” in their primary definition. However, each word varies slightly on who is working together, and what they might be working on. Merriam-Webster Online (2009) further defined our “C” words as follows: 

1.
Coordination: the harmonious functioning of parts for effective results

2.
Cooperation:  to act together or in compliance for mutual benefit

3.
Collaboration: a) to work together jointly, especially in an intellectual endeavor; b) cooperating with or willingly in assisting an enemy of one’s country, especially an occupying force.

The first two definitions were probably no surprise; however, the definition of collaboration may have been a bit eye opening. Being the “pot stirrer” that I am, I would argue that this definition can and does apply to our work in early childhood, but I will get to that later. Before we go there, lets first take a closer look at coordination and cooperation, and discuss why most of our work may actually be falling within these two models of working together.  

As stated previously, Merriam-Webster Online defines coordination as the harmonious function of parts for effective results. Work that is coordinated involves more than one person, includes shared objectives, requires an understanding of personal roles and responsibilities, and is generally overseen by someone (e.g. coordinator). There is a general assumption that there may be overlap in work, even though different people/units come into the process working on specific pieces. In this model, the coordinator works to decrease gaps and/or overlaps and increase the harmonious functioning of each part to achieve the end result or product. Communication between individuals to the coordinator and vice versa may be all that is needed to keep the machine running smoothly. Clearly defined roles and schedules will help minimize the overlaps, and the gaps will be addressed through input to the coordinator (who ultimately makes the needed changes). Examples of coordinated efforts in early childhood include child find screening activities (that are coordinated between two or more agencies), activities specified in Memorandums of Understanding (MOU) such as record sharing/keeping between agencies, and oversight of services birth through five in Kansas (Interagency Coordinating Council – ICC). In order for coordination to be accomplished, individuals and/or departments must also cooperate.

What does it take to cooperate with someone? Like the definition implies, cooperation suggests compliance in some manner, sharing something, all for mutual benefit. Unlike coordination, the “mutual benefit” or end product may be different for each cooperating group. For example, an inmate may cooperate with the police by providing evidence against another person charged with the same crime. In this scenario, the inmate is “sharing information”, which may benefit the inmate by reducing his jail sentence, and benefit the police by helping them solve the crime. Both parties see benefit, though it is not the same. In early childhood, agencies may agree to share information or resources. For example a community preschool program may allow the district speech pathologist to use a room in their building to conduct speech screenings and provide pull out speech services. The benefit for the speech pathologist may be the ability to have a location for screening activities that he/she may not of otherwise had, and the benefit to the preschool may be the additional visibility of their program to families who may be attending the screening whose children do not already attend their program. Both derive benefit, though the benefit is different.  

Working together through coordinated or cooperative activities generally provides some type of benefit. However, in both of these models the work of the individual person or units did not inherently change all that much. Their general roles stayed the same, or were perhaps clarified, but the work itself did not vary much. There may have been more or less of one thing or another, but the identity of that individual or unit did not waiver. If something were to break down within either one of those models, the result would be inconvenience, and perhaps inefficiency, but in the end, the individuals or units could move back to their old ways and continue on with their work. Nothing new was created. 

There are times however, when cooperation or coordination is not enough. When current systems or groups do not have the means to serve a new consumer group, or improve their services to better support their consumers, it may be necessary to join into a collaborative relationship with another group, a group that in the past would never have been considered for cooperation or coordination efforts because of their deeply contrasting ideas and philosophies. Remember how Merriam-Webster Online further defined collaboration as cooperating with or willingly assisting an enemy of one’s own country, especially an occupying force?  I believe this definition helps convey the true complexity of collaboration, and hints at the inherent challenge of this model of working together.  

I am not suggesting that collaborating early childhood groups started out as enemies. For our purposes, the enemy is the norms, status quo, and old way of doing something that stand in the way of creating something far more superior than what one group could have done on it’s own. The goal of collaboration is not to establish a positive relationship between partnering groups, but the pursuit of a specific result. Collaboration relies on both cooperation and coordination of efforts, but goes far beyond these two working relationships. Collaboration isn’t about consensus building and not everyone needs to be part of the collaborative brainstorm. A true collaborative effort creates something new (e.g. a new philosophy, way of doing something, changes in overall personnel roles) and is ever evolving and dynamic in nature. Collaboration is hard work, and needs constant tending. It requires a great deal of time and communication. The collaborative process merges differing views and conflicting ideas, while morphing into something that was previously unimaginable.  

A good example of where collaborative efforts in early childhood can benefit consumers is regarding the provision of special education services in natural or least restrictive environments. The consumers in this scenario are young children with disabilities and their families. Historically, special education services have been provided in restrictive settings with special education personnel providing all of the instruction. Regular early childhood settings did not employ staff with the needed expertise or credentials for providing specially designed instruction, and therefore did not serve this population of children. At the same time, regular early childhood settings continue to enroll children who have significant needs (though not identified as having a disability) and could benefit from the knowledge and expertise of special educators. Collaborative partnerships between these two groups are an opportunity to create something new, by morphing the old, creating a newly shared vision that benefits all involved, especially the consumers. But for this to work, partners must understand that there is a lot of “giving up” in collaboration. If both parties are not willing to give up their old ways, and create something new, then they are not really engaging in collaboration.  

Are you ready now to ask yourself the hard questions? Given what you have learned about the three “C’s” what working model does your group work under? Has your role really changed since working with this other group?  Has their role changed? Are you doing things you were not previously trained to do, but have taken on (with adequate training and support in the process) to achieve some type of joint goal? Do you have scheduled time where you and your collaborative partners sit down and plan together, both bringing ideas to the table, but leaving with a merging of the two, or do you coordinate so that you both continue to have a piece of something and are now clear on who does what, when and where? Do you respect your partner, and value what they are bringing to the table and vice versa? Do you find yourself plotting to “win” the debate and convince the team to follow your idea, or are all ideas considered in the development of the end product?  Is one group insisting it cannot change roles, responsibilities, or any piece of the program, but it will allow you to work with them as long as you do what they say? Is that collaboration? At best, it is cooperation. Nothing new has been created, no joint vision or goal has been established, it is a working relationship, but is status quo.  

If you have been working in a relationship that has been defined as collaborative when in fact you have been merely cooperating or working in a coordinated manner you may feel confused, frustrated, or perhaps apathetic. You may be confused because you are not seeing anything inherently new in what you or others are doing. You may be frustrated because you are being asked to change what you do when members of the other group have made no changes. You may feel apathetic because there is no clear vision of what is to be accomplished, so you are just going along. If you had a clear understanding that you were working only at a cooperative level (you or your organization is receiving some benefit from complying with this outside group) or coordinated level (your work or other work has been streamlined or gaps have been filled by working with the outside group) it might elicit the previously stated emotions. On the other hand, if you are truly working in a collaborative partnership, there will be times when you feel overwhelmed with the complexity of the partnership and at other times you will feel exhilarated and proud at what has been accomplished. Understanding the type of working relationship helps individuals have a better idea of their role, responsibility, and the intent of the partnership.  
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