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Who Am I? 
  
Purpose 
For participants to grow in their ability to define their identity in multiple ways 
  
Process 

1. Ask participants to find a partner in the room. 
2. Let them know they will each have one minute to answer the prompt, “Who am I?” “This 

is not a conversation – it is two individuals each answering a question, one at a time. 
This is an opportunity for each of you to practice what Langston Hughes would call 
‘eloquent listening.’” 

3. Offer 30 seconds of think time for the entire room. 
4. Ask partners to take no less than three seconds to figure out who will go first. 
5. Set a timer for one minute for the first person. 
6. Let participants know the minute is up (e.g., ring a chime, shake a rattle, blow a train 

whistle). 
7. When the room is quiet: “Now the speaker becomes the listener, and listener becomes 

the speaker.” 
8. Set a timer for one minute for the second person. 
9. Let participants know the minute is up (e.g., ring a chime, shake a rattle, blow a train 

whistle). 
10. Debrief Round One: “So, what was that like? How did you feel? How did the constraints 

affect what you spoke about?” 
11. Tell participants: “That was Round One. Now you have an opportunity to find someone 

else – another partner in the room for Round Two. Please thank your current partner 
with his or her name, then find a new partner.” 

12. Once everyone has a partner: “You may have thought we would repeat the experience 
with a new partner – that is somewhat true. The prompt is the same: Who am I? 
However, now each person will have a bit longer, and there is a new constraint: no 
repeating of information you already shared….Here’s 30 seconds for you to plan; how 
else will you respond to, Who Am I?” 

13. Offer 30 seconds of think time for the entire room. 
14.  Ask partners to take no less than three seconds to figure out who will go first. 
15. Tell participants: “Before one of the partners begins this time, a reminder about listening: 

do your best to listen, nothing else. If you absolutely feel like you need to say something, 
the only thing you can say is: ‘who else are you?’ Say that with me, ‘Who else are you?’ 
So, now the first person, here’s your time.” 

16. Set a timer for 1 minute, 20 seconds for the first person. 
17. Let participants know the minute is up (e.g., ring a chime, shake a rattle, blow a train 

whistle). 
18. When the room is quiet: “Now the speaker becomes the listener, and listener becomes 

the speaker.” 
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19. Set a timer for 1 minute, 20 seconds for the second person. 
20. Let participants know the minute is up (e.g., ring a chime, shake a rattle, blow a train 

whistle). 
21. Debrief Round Two: ”So, how was that different? What did you learn about yourself?” 
22. Tell participants: “That was Round Two. Now you have an opportunity to find someone 

else – another partner in the room for the last round: Round Three. For this round, 
please be thoughtful about your partner, trying to find someone in the room who would 
cross difference. Difference can be determined in many ways, some including race, 
class, gender, perceived age. Please thank your current partner with his or her name, 
then find a new partner.” 

23. Once everyone has a partner: “So, the prompt remains the same in this round: Who am 
I? And each person will have a bit longer, and the rule of no repeats still applies! Here’s 
30 seconds for you to plan; how else will you respond to, Who Am I?” 

24. Offer 30 seconds of think time for the entire room. 
25. Tell participants: “Please raise your hand if you spoke first the last two rounds.” Say to 

those participants: “You may go second this time. Please raise your hand if you spoke 
last in previous rounds.” Say to those participants: “This time, you will begin. For other 
partnerships, just figure it out! First person, your time has begun. 

26. Set a timer for 1 minute, 40 seconds for the first person. 
27. Let participants know the minute is up (e.g., ring a chime, shake a rattle, blow a train 

whistle). 
28. When the room is quiet: “Now the speaker becomes the listener, and listener becomes 

the speaker.” 
29. Set a timer for 1 minute, 40 seconds for the second person. 
30. Let participants know the minute is up (e.g., ring a chime, shake a rattle, blow a train 

whistle). 
31. Tell participants: “Please thank your partner with his or her name, and let’s sit down to 

debrief the experience.” 
32. Some of the following questions could guide the final debrief: 

a. What did you discover throughout the process? 
b. What did you learn about yourself? 
c. What did you choose to talk about…and what did you not choose to say? What 

might that mean? 
d. What connections might you be able to make between this experience and adult 

collaboration in schools? 
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Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.

 Zones of Comfort, Risk and Danger:
Constructing Your Zone Map

Developed in the field by educators.

Note: The directions below include each participant drawing the zones on paper. Another variant to 
consider includes using yarn or masking tape to make large circles on the floor, big enough for the 
participants to step into the three zones.

Process
1. Draw a diagram of concentric circles in the following manner:

a. The middle circle is Comfort, the second is Risk, and the third is Danger.
b. Consider the various aspects of your work. Think about the aspects that feel really comfortable to 

you, those that feel like there is some risk involved, but generally positive, and those aspects that 
you know get your hackles up, make you feel defensive, cloud your judgment, or make you want to 

retreat.
c. Decide on the size of each Zone based on your consideration. Do you work a lot in your Comfort 

Zone, your Risk Zone? Do you work only a little in your Danger Zone? Make the size of the Zones 
reflect the quantity of time you work there. 
For Example:

2. Think about the tasks, people and places that make up your professional life.
Write each of these into the Zone that best represents your sense of relative Comfort, Risk or Danger.

3. Look at the tasks/people/places you put in the Danger Zone. Write a question for each of these 
beginning with, “How do I...?” These dilemmas can later be explored in a consultancy protocol or journal 
writing.
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Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.

Observations on the Zones
1. The Comfort Zone is usually a place where we feel at ease, with no tension, have a good grip on our 

environment, and know how to navigate occasional rough spots with ease. It is also a place to retreat 
to from the Danger Zone. For example, one of your Danger Zone aspects may be when people start 
disagreeing with passion and even disrespect. You might find that when that happens you retreat into 
your Comfort aspect of listening and not intervening, or even find a way to divert the conversation to a 
topic that is in your Comfort Zone. The Comfort Zone is a place to relax and renew yourself.

2. The Risk Zone involves adapting to new circumstances, and it is the most fertile place for learning. It is 
where most people are willing to take some risks, to not know everything, or sometimes, to not know 
anything at all; where people clearly know they want to learn and will take the risks necessary to do 
so. It is where people open up to other people with curiosity and interest, and where they will consider 
options or ideas they haven’t thought of before.

3. Generally it is not a good idea to work from either your own Danger Zone or anyone else’s. That 
area is so full of defenses, fears, red-lights, desire for escape, etc., that it requires too much energy and 
time to accomplish anything from that zone. The best way to work when you find yourself there is to 
recognize that it is a Danger Zone and work on some strategies to move into the Risk Zone (either on 
your own or with colleagues). 

For example, if I feel my anger rising and my body getting rigid when someone says it’s time we really 
clamped down on standardized tests and taught to them right now before the kids failed any more and 
it is suggested that our learning community should work in that direction as our main focus, I recognize 
the signs of being in my Danger Zone and know I probably won’t be rational when I speak. Therefore I 
need a strategy. In this case, my strategy will be to ask calmly, “What are the advantages for the students 
if we do that? What are the advantages for teaching and learning? What are the disadvantages?” Then 
I have to listen and list. I can’t trust myself to do more than ask questions until I become more rational 
and this isn’t such a high level Danger Zone for me.

How to Apply the Zones Productively:

The Consultancy
1. Review your Zone Map and select a dilemma represented there. 

2. Make some notes to give more detail to the dilemma. Notice what Zone the dilemma appears in, or if it 
is a complex dilemma and has aspects in several Zones.

3. Break into triads and plan your order and time for 3 Consultancies.

4. As you present your dilemma, use your Zone Map as a reference for the group. They may find fertile 
ground for probing questions or feedback in your Map, and can see how your dilemma relates to other 
aspects of your work.

Establishing Norms
When establishing norms, ask the group what behaviors and attitudes will best support them in staying 
within the risk/learning zone.
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Zones of Comfort, Risk, and Danger Facilitation Notes 

 

Purpose 

For learners to use shared understandings about the words comfort, risk, and danger to assess 

their own forays in and out of those “zones” 

 

Process 

1. Using ropes, yarn, or masking tape, create three concentric circles on the floor, big 

enough for participants to step into. 

2. The original protocol lists the zones in this way: 

 

 

However, I find it helpful to reverse the outer and inner circles: 

 

 

3. “These are the zones of comfort, risk, and danger” [stepping into each one with each 

word spoken]. “I’m certain you know these three words, but we don’t want to assume we 

share a common understanding about these words. So, please engage in some imagery 

with me. As I read a description of this first word, comfort, please create a picture in your 

mind of what that looks like for you. As soon as you have that clear picture, step into the 

Comfort Zone. I may still be talking; the person next to you may not have moved yet - 

that is all fine. Here’s the description: The Comfort Zone is usually a place where we feel 
at ease, with no tension, have a good grip on our environment, and know how to 
navigate occasional rough spots with ease. It is a place to relax and renew yourself.” 

4. After everyone has stepped in, ask 2-3 folks to offer what their image looks like. “So this 

is the Comfort Zone and the key word is relax.” 
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5. Same process for Risk Zone. Description: “The Risk Zone involves adapting to new 
circumstances. It is where most people are willing to take some risks, to not know 
everything, or sometimes to not know anything at all, but who clearly know they want to 
learn and will take the risks necessary to do so. It is where people open up to other 
people with curiosity and interest, and where they will consider options or ideas they 
haven’t thought of before. The Risk Zone is the most fertile place for learning.” 

6. After everyone has stepped in, ask 2-3 folks to offer what their image looks like. “So this 
is the Comfort Zone and the key word is relax. This is the Risk Zone and the key word is 
learning.” 

7. Final process for Danger Zone: “Now for the Danger Zone. At the end of this step, we 
won’t ask anyone to offer their image - there is a reason why! Here’s the description of 
the Danger Zone: “The Danger Zone is full of defenses, fears, red-lights, and desire for 
escape. It requires a great deal of energy and time to accomplish anything when you are 
in that zone. The best way to work when you find yourself there is to recognize it is a 
Danger Zone and figure out how to get out.” 

8. “So this is the Comfort Zone and the key word is relax. This is the Risk Zone and the key 
word is learning. This is the Danger Zone and the key word is danger. Let’s get out of 
this Danger Zone all the way to the outside! Now that we have some shared 
understandings about these zones, let’s test them out. I will say a word or a phrase and 
ask each of you to step to one of these three zones. Here’s the first one: cooking.” 

9. After each word or phrase, consider some of the following moves: 
a. Change the context slightly: “cooking a meal for others to eat at your 

house….cooking a meal for others to eat at your house and 15 colleagues are 
coming…” 

i. The goal of each contextual change is to increase or decrease the risk. If 
an individual or multiple individuals are still in the Comfort Zone, consider 
asking them, “What would it take to make this more risky? If you could 
add something to this context - not change what I said - what would you 
add?” Same thing can apply for the Danger Zone - once many are 
congregated in the Danger Zone, consider asking: “Someone in the 
middle, what would it take to make this less dangerous?” 

ii. I find it helpful to bring up the “gap” when some individuals are in Danger 
and others are in Comfort. The gap feels inequitable and affects the 
group. 

b. After several iterations about cooking, move to another concept (e.g., swimming, 
singing, driving).  

c. Occasionally ask folks why they are standing where they are standing. 
d. Or have a quick turn and talk with one or two other people. 
e. Sometimes individuals forget the keywords which align with each zone. You may 

ask them to quickly remind each other. 
f. After non-related school concepts, consider more school-centric ideas (e.g., 

having a tough conversation with a colleague, teaching 5 year olds/15 year 
olds/55 year olds, holding a contentious parent conference).  
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g. If leading a protocol-based institute, a way to end might be using prompts about 

being a presenter, a facilitator, and a participant.   

 

Possible debrief options: 

● What did you discover? About yourself? About your colleagues? 

● Talk about the times where you were in danger and others were still in comfort. What 

was that like? [What can come out of this conversation is the gap between comfort and 

danger. That gap can often erode trust in groups, when some are thinking a subject is no 

big deal (comfort) and others are quite nervous (danger). What might it take for us to all 

be in risk together?] 

● How is this like assessment? In what ways did I, as the facilitator, act in a formative way? 
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Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.

Microlabs
Developed by Julian Weissglass for the National Coalition for Equity in Education based at the University of 

California, Santa Barbara; adapted in the field by educators.

Purpose
Microlabs addresses a specific sequence of questions in a structured format with small groups, using active 
listening skills. 

Time
About 8 minutes per question — this works best with a series of no more than 3 questions.

Group Format
Form triads — either with the people you’re sitting near, or find others in the group you don’t know well. 

Getting Ready
The Facilitator spends time developing a sequence of questions that are appropriate to the purpose or 
focus of the conversation. The questions and their sequence are important. Consider how one question 
leads to another and increases reflection and risk.
 
Process 
The facilitator says, “A series of questions will guide our discussion. Each person will have one minute (or 
sometimes, 2 minutes depending on the group and the questions) to respond to the question when it is 
their turn. While the person is speaking, the other two in the group will simply listen. When the time is up, 
the next person speaks, and so on. I’ll let you know when it is time to switch.” (It may be helpful to have a 
chime or audible signal.)

Emphasize the importance of honoring time: both bringing responses to a close when time is called and 
allowing for silence when a responder does not fill their time. Ask participants to number off within their 
triad #1, 2, and 3. Read the first question aloud twice. Offer a minute of “think time” to think and/or write 
in preparation. Be certain to tell the participants which order they will speak, and you might vary the order 
of each question. For example, begin with person #1, then #2, then #3. On the second question, begin 
with #2, then #3, then #1. On the third question, begin with #3, then #1, then #2.
 

Debrief
• What did you hear that was significant? What key ideas or insights were shared?
• How did this go for you? What worked well, and what was difficult? Why?
• How might your conversations have been different had we not used this protocol?
• What are the advantages/disadvantages of using this activity? When would you use this protocol?
• What would you want to keep in mind as someone facilitating this activity?
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Microlabs Facilitation Notes 
 

Purpose  

To reflect on a set of questions using an equitable framework for talking and listening 

 

I tend to use Microlabs in three settings: (1) as an introductory experience about a topic, (2) as a 

check-in on long-term work, and/or (3) bringing some thinking to a close. 

 

Materials  

Timing device 

A way/method to indicate to the group when specific times have come to close (e.g., a chime, a 

rattle, a particular noise) 

A set of three questions which start with an invitational prompt and continue to deepen  

 

Process 
1. “We will use a process called Microlabs - a made-up compound word. Micro meaning 

what? [small, or in this case, short] and Labs meaning what? [nothing blowing up with 

chemicals, simply meaning an active experience), so this is a short, active experience. 

We will use triads for our learning today.”  

Depending on the questions, either random or purposeful grouping may be used. 

2. “As you develop your groups, sometimes when adults gather and directions are given, 

there is a bit of measurement error in the directions. For example, “groups of 3” might 

mean 3 +/- 1...today that is not the case. Groups of three actually mean groups of three!” 

It is much simpler to facilitate Microlabs when all the groups are the same size. It is 

possible to use quads or a group of five, but the process becomes incrementally longer 

when the group sizes grow. As a faciliator, you might consider joining a group, but this 

protocol has several starts and stops, so it often is tricky to be a participant and a 

facilitator. However, it may be necessary to join a group so all the groups are the same 

size.  

3. “Now in your groups, please quickly decide who will be Person A, Person B, and Person 

C. [for group sizes of three - 3-5 seconds to determine]  

4. “Microlabs gives us a chance to individually reflect on a series of questions with 

equitable opportunity to also hear others as they make their private reflection more 

public. In order for this environment to occur, I will pose various constraints this protocol - 

this structured conversation - uses. We believe we have enough restraint to apply these 

constraints to ourselves, and with that exchange some things may pop which otherwise 

may not. Here’s how Microlabs works: the first question will be read aloud and then 

everyone will have one whole minute to decide what they are going to say. Many of you 

might find it helpful to write a few notes to yourself during this minute...to plan your 

response to the question. Won’t that be awesome - an entire minute of quiet?! After the 

minute is over, I will call out a letter: Person A, B, or C. Then that person receives a 

whole minute to respond to the question. Now, one of two things will happen: the person 
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who is speaking may fill the entire minute, and s/he will hear the sound [make it]. If that 
is you, please do your best to find a period…not a hyphen, a dash, or a semi-colon. It 
may not be the best period in the world, but it can suffice. Now the other thing that could 
happen is the speaker may not fill the minute. The other group members can resist the 
tendency to help out their colleague. S/he doesn’t need coaching, some questions, a 
charming anecdote...just sit there and listen. Perhaps the poet LAngston Hughes can 
help all of us with these words he coined: “eloquently listen.” Isn’t that a lovely seemingly 
oxymoron? We think of eloquent speakers, but not often related to listening.  
When there is quiet in the room, another person will be called, and s/he will have a 
minute to respond to the question. Each person always responds to the question, not the 
person’s words who just spoke. There is not any piggybacking in this experience - no 
farm animals of any kind.  
Once the final speaker has spoken, we move onto another question. There are three 
questions and each round takes four minutes for a total of 12 minutes. Give a signal if 
you have a question about the process. [time…] Let’s begin. 

5. Read the first question, probably twice. 
6. Now a minute for you to think and plan how you might respond to the question.” 
7. Starting with someone other than Person A is an option. I often use this pattern: B, C, A; 

then for the second question: C, A, B; and finally for the third question: A, B, C. This 
creates the shared responsibility for each person to be the first speaker at some point. 

8. After the first round: “Give a signal if you need any clarification about how this process 
works.” [time] All right, next question … 

9. After the final question, “Perhaps you heard something during this Microlabs experience 
you don’t want to lose, and because you were eloquently listening you didn’t write it 
down. Let’s take 30 seconds right now for any necessary note-jotting.” 

10. “You might think the next step of Microlabs involves us being able to finally respond! ‘Oh, 
I held my tongue on that first question, but boy, do I have something to say!’ Sorry to say 
for you, that is not the case. Please look your partners in the eye, thank them with their 
names, [time to thank], and now stand and walk away!” 

11. Debrief options: 
a. What was that like for you? A conversation about what they noticed in 

themselves as they lived Microlabs. 
b. What did the constraints provide which seem unique and important? 
c. How did you spend your time in this Microlabs? Take a moment and create a pie 

chart on a Post-it. A hint: one of the pie chart sections would be ‘listening.’” After 
30-45 seconds, a turn and talk to a partner may be helpful. Although many pie 
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charts could be constructed, a common response is the following: 

 
d. When might Microlabs be really helpful for you and a group of which you are a 

part? If individuals are interested in seeing more Microlab questions, the Microlab 
Question Compilation may be a helpful resource.  

e. It can be helpful for groups to construct norms after Microlabs as one of many 
opening/introductory experiences.  
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 A compilation of Microlabs questions: 2006-present 
 

Microlabs are often used to open a topic/conversation, check in on progress, or close. 

 
Microlab questions are usually crafted using one of the following methods: 
 

Method 1 Method 2 

1. A strength area: + 
2. An area for growth: △ 
3. Some call to action 

1. Describe 
2. Extend 
3. Personalize 

 
1. Describe one moment in your professional practice in the past six months where 
you knew you were in exactly the right place doing exactly the right thing. 
2. Describe a moment in your professional practice this year that fell flat - it tanked. 
3. What is the one thing you know in your heart that you must learn to do, learn to do 
differently, or stop doing in order to better serve your students? 
  

1. Why did you decide to become an educator?  What drew you to this profession?  
2. Why do you stay?  What keeps you coming back, year after year? 
3. In terms of your practice, what is the one thing you won’t compromise? What will 

you go to the wall for? 
  

1. Describe a time when you were part of a learning community.  What made it so?  What 

were its characteristics? 

2. What do you believe about the relationship between teacher collaboration and student 

achievement?  What led you to these beliefs? 

3. How do these beliefs play out in your practice?  What, if anything, would need to change 

for you to have a closer match between what you believe and what you do? 

  

1. Who is the one teacher — inside or outside of your formal schooling — who stands out as having 

made a difference in your life?  If you could write to him or her right now, what is the one thing you 

would like to tell him/her?  OR 

2. Think about your career as an educator.  Describe one student from whom you learned something 

significant about your work as an educator.  What did you learn? How did you learn it? 

3. Why did you decide to work in education?  What were your early aspirations?  

4. In terms of your practice, what do you want your legacy to be? 
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1. What were your hopes and aspirations as you began your work as an educator? 

2. When you tell friends and family members “what you do”—what do you say to them? 

3. When you think about your work, what one aspect/element of it would you give up last? 

What’s at the heart of what you do?  

  
1. In terms of your practice, what are your hopes for this year? 

2. Come next June, what would you want your students to say about their learning this 

year under your stewardship? 

3. If there were only one thing for you to learn this year — and you knew that one thing 

could make a difference for your students — what would it be? 

  
1. As you think about the upcoming school year, what are you looking forward 

to?  What excites you? 

2. What‘s one thing of significance – related to your work or teaching – that 

you learned last year?  How did you do that learning?  What made the 

learning significant? 

3. When you think about your practice, what one element of it won’t you give 

up?  What’s at the heart of what you do?  What do you stand for? 

  
1. What were your relationships like as a young person with people 

of different cultures? 

2. What was helpful to you in forming relationships across racial or 

cultural lines? 

3. What assumptions, values, and practices of people and 

institutions of the dominant culture serve to disadvantage 

faculty members and students from the non-dominant culture? 
  

1. If you could be a fly on the wall in someone else’s 
classroom, what would you want to observe? 

2. What’s one thing you wish people could see you or your 
students doing in your classroom? 

3. If you knew that a colleague would come into your classroom 
— and that his or her being there would make a difference 
for you and your students — whom would you ask in, what 
would they do while they were there, and what would you 
want the conversation to look like afterwards? 

  
1. Talk about a time when communication went well for you. What made it 

easy? Comfortable? 
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2. Talk about a time when communication was strained or unclear. What 
seemed to factor into that experience? 

3. What assumptions do you bring to communicative experiences that might 
get in the way of their productivity? 

  
1. Talk about a time when you were rewarded for quality work. What was that like? 

Who was involved? 

2. Talk about a time when you were rewarded for sub-par work. What was that like? 

Who was involved? 

3. What assumptions do you hold about why others may desire or recoil from being 

publicly or privately rewarded? How do these assumptions impact your decisions 

with teachers where you work? 

  
1.           Talk about a time when a meeting went really, really well. What are the characteristics 

that seemed to factor into that experience? 

2.          Talk about a time when a meeting went south. What was your role in that experience? 

3.          What is the one thing you know in your heart that you must learn to do, learn to do 

differently, or stop doing to better serve as a convener of meetings? 

  
1.   When you think about feedback as a learner, talk about a time when feedback 
propelled you forward. Who offered it, what form did it take, how did you use it? 
2.   What might be the very best things that would happen if each teacher in our 
buildings consistently received highly descriptive, highly usable feedback ? 
3.  If the implementation of our teacher evaluation process was on a continuum 
from “logistical process to be checked off” to “used as a school and teacher 
improvement strategy,” where do we currently fall on that continuum and what 
evidence do you see or hear to support that assertion? 
  
1.           Describe a memorable leading experience that went better than you ever 

could have imagined. When was it? Who was involved? 

2.          What were the elements or factors that made that experience were so 

successful? 

3.          What is the one most important thing that you can lift from that 

experience that could be applied to a current, more thorny situation or group? 

  

1.      When was one moment in your writing instruction that just sang? 

2.      What was it about the lead up to that moment that may have created the conditions for 

success? 
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3.      What learning could you lift from that experience to apply to a current hiccup in your 

writing instruction? 

  
1.     Which of the mathematical practices are most present in your classroom? What would a classroom 
guest see or hear? 
2.     Which of the practices might be your default, at the possible detriment of other practices? 
3.     In thinking about your curriculum, what content do you tend to teach in more algorithmic ways? 
What mathematical practices might you be able to apply in those situations? 
 
1.    How are teachers in your building given opportunities to influence their colleagues? 
2.    In what ways are the words “teacher leadership” an impossible juxtaposition for the actual 
teacher? 
3.    How is or how could your leadership team meetings be a replicating ground for teacher 
leaders as they “live” the structures, processes, protocols, or facilitative moves used in that 
leadership team meeting? 
  
1. What factors do you consider when you assign grades to students? 

2. Participation is a shared category in our gradebooks. How do you gauge participation 

and translate that into grades? 

3. What might your students think about your grading practices? 

  
1.     What are the 2 characteristics I most want to demonstrate next year as a grade level 
leader? Why those? 
2.     What are the 2 characteristics my grade level team needs me to demonstrate next year 
as a grade level leader? Why those? 
3.    If I can’t say the word” support,” what exactly do I need and who do I need it from to 
make all of this a reality? 
  
1. Describe the management in your classroom when all things are clicking: what are kids doing, 
what are the adults doing? 
2. Describe what doesn't work on the days when you want to lie in the fetal position? What is at the 
heart of the breakdown? 
3. What might be the one thing we're not doing but could in order to reduce the number of days when 
things don't go well? 
  
1. Talk about a time when you might have sent someone to the office but you 
figured out another way to manage the situation. 
2. What might we assume to be true about what other kids are thinking when we 
send a classmate to the office?  
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3. If our system was working perfectly, no kids would ever go to the office more 
than once. What action might you take to better assure that office visits have 
intended consequences?  
  

1. So you’re eight weeks into the new school year. What can you point to 
that generates the most pride? 

2. So you’re eight weeks in. What has been more complex than 
anticipated? 

3. What have you discovered about your district, your schools, and 
yourself in the peaks and valleys? 

  
1. Thinking about your school what are your biggest areas of need in the coming school 

year? 
2. Choosing the one that is most pressing, what might be the root cause factors and 

conditions that make this so pressing for you? 
3. What other competing interests or needs are you willing to put aside in order to make 

this goal a reality? Why those? 
 

1. Talk about a time you learned something significant from someone with far less experience 
than you.  

2. What might be tricky or complex about facilitating a group of teachers new to the profession? 
3. What are behaviors you might need to change in order to most effectively facilitate this 

group? 
 

1. What in the Framework resonates with you most soundly? Why that? 

2. Where are some logical entry points in your work where you will explicitly use the Framework? 

3. What is the one spot where you know you should  use the Framework but it will take more time, 

energy, understanding, or courage to make it happen? 

 

1. What are you personally most excited to learn about this school year? Why that? 
2. What might your colleagues do and say to both help you and learn alongside you this 
year? 
3. What are the two things you personally most need to do in assuring your collaboration 
time is meaningful and effective? Why those two? 
 

1. Talk about a beautiful and meaningful connection you have made with a colleague at 
some point in your career. What made this situation so fantastic and rewarding for 
both of you? 

2. Talk about an unproductive and frustrating relationship with another colleague. What 
actions and moves might you have made to cause, inflame, or further exacerbate this 
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problematic situation? 
3. What do you need to learn to do, learn to do differently, or learn to stop doing in order 

to model more collegial relationships? 
 

1. What in our newly-drafted PLC document is a high point for your curriculum planning 
team? What evidence do you have? 

2. What might be the biggest area of growth? What makes you say that? 
3. What will your team most need to learn in order to live out this document, really 

benefitting your students? 
 

1. When you think about your own schooling experience, what hasn't changed? What can you count on 
from back then until now? 

2. So now, if you had to boil it down to 1-2 differences, what about today's high school experience 
seems to be most unlike your own schooling experience? 

3. What is the one thing *you could do* differently to better meet the needs of today's high school 
experience and the learners who inhabit these walls each day? Why that one thing? 

 
1. Talk about a time when you set a goal and made it happen. What went really well in 

that process? 
2. What 1-2 things were most difficult as you attempted to meet your goal? What were 

your strategies to combat these hurdles? 
3. What specific things could someone else have done to encourage you or accelerate 

your progress? When could those actions have occurred? 
 
(students) 

1. What’s been going really well? Of what are you most proud? 

2. Where has there been a dip or low point recently? What may have caused that? 

3. What is the most important thing you will do by our next Microlabs to make this 

course more successful for you? By when will you do it? 

 

1. From your perspective and vantage point, what do the teachers you are seeking to 
impact most need from you? Why that? 

2. What might be particularly tricky, thorny, or complicated about what you are going to do 
or are doing? 

3. What can we do, the educators in this room together, with you today to further those 
goals? 

 
1. When was a moment that we meet that mattered for my kids? 
2. Talk about a particular time when our team was not very team like. 

What did you do and how did you respond? 
3. What do I believe to be true about being in/on a highly functioning 

team? 
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1. What‘s one thing of significance – related to your work or teaching – that you learned this past 

year?  How did you do that learning?  What made the learning significant? 

2. What is something (school name) as an organization learned of significance this past year? Why was 

it so important the adults figured that out? 

3. What is some learning that is currently in our way of growth - perhaps it’s stubborn, hard, or 

scary? Why did you pick that? 

 

1. What might students who look like you and sound like you say about you? 
What may lead them to those conclusions? 

2. What might students who don't look like you or sound like you say about 
you? Why might they be saying that? 

3. What subtle words or actions from you may be negatively impacting the 
behavior and academic achievement of your students of color? 

 
1. What did you read or hear about Focus campus work that seems most aligned to 

your individual strengths? Why that? 

2. What did you read or hear about Focus campus work that will require some work or 

prep on your part? How will you go about that learning? 

3. What is it which causes some worry or concern for you? How do you propose 

successfully managing that? 

 

1. Talk about one of your most memorable PD experiences. What made it so vital to your 

growth as a teacher? 

2. What assumptions might you be holding about what constitutes effective PD? 

3. How might you and your learning partner best negotiate the possible gap between your 

assumptions about what makes effective PD and what your participants believe and 

expect? 

 

1. What parts of our PBL seem tightly aligned to our goals? 
2. What parts seem further away from what we wanted? 
3. If we needed to prioritize our next steps, what seems most important to consider changing? 

 

1. What does resistance mean to you? 

2. When have you experienced resistance in using protocols - from whom? 

3. When have you  resisted using protocols? Why? 

 

1. What really is educator collaboration? What are the dimensions/characteristics? 
2. In your experiences with others, what assumptions might some of your colleagues have 

about collaboration? 
3. When is a time you  pushed back on collaboration? What led you to do so? 

 
1. Why give homework to middle school students? What’s the point? 
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2. So, assuming we give some homework, what would be the characteristics of 
quality homework? Why those? 

3. What might it take for teachers at our school to align their current 
practices to those characteristics your group just mentioned? 

 
1. What does differentiation look like, sound like, feel like? 
2. What are 2-3 practices which sometimes educators “count” as differentiation but probably, really 

aren’t? Why don’t they make the cut? 
3. What part of everything you have said or heard gives you the most agida - the most anxiety? Why 

might that be? 

 

1. What does the word “analyze” mean to you? 

2. What are challenges you have experienced or might expect to experience 
when groups of educators attempt to analyze data? 

3. What behaviors do you need to most exhibit so you and others can have a 
productive experience when analyzing data? Why might those behaviors 
be so hard for you?  

 
1. What does the word “effectiveness” look like and sound like in a group? 
2. What is the biggest challenge for a group to be effective in schools? Why that? 
3. When are times in a group when constraintsconstraints  (either self-imposed or other-imposed) 

increased your efficiency or effectiveness? 
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Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.

Tuning Protocol
Developed by Joseph McDonald, Coalition of Essential Schools; Revised by David Allen.

Description
The Tuning Protocol was originally developed as a means for the 5 high schools in the Coalition 
of Essential School’s Exhibitions Project to receive feedback and fine-tune their developing student 
assessment systems, including exhibitions, portfolios, and design projects. Recognizing the complexities 
involved in developing new forms of assessment, the project staff developed a facilitated process to 
support educators in sharing their students’ work (sometimes students brought their own work) and, with 
colleagues, reflect upon the lessons that are embedded there. This collaborative reflection helps educators 
design and refine their assessment systems, and supports higher quality student performance.  Since its 
trial run in 1992, the Tuning Protocol has been widely used and adapted for looking at both student and 
adult work in and among schools across the country.

Note: If adult work (such as an adult developed document like a lesson plan, rubric, newsletter, etc.) is the 
focus and there are no student work samples, you may want to consider the Tuning Protocol: Examining 
Adult Work.  

Process
1. Introduction (5 minutes)

Facilitator briefly introduces protocol goals, guidelines, and schedule

2. Presentation (10-15 minutes)
The presenter has the opportunity to share both the context for her work and any supporting documents 
as warranted, while participants are silent.
• Information about the students and/or the class — what the students tend to be like, where they are 

in school, where they are in the year.
• Assignment or prompt that generated the student work
• Student learning goals or standards that inform the work
• Samples of student work — photocopies of work, video clips, etc. — with student names removed
• Evaluation format — scoring rubric and or assessment criteria, etc.
• Focusing question for feedback (ex: To what extent does the student work reflect the learning 

standards? Or, How might the rubric be in closer alignment to the skills and knowledge present in 
the student work?) is shared and posted for all to see.

3. Clarifying Questions (3-5 minutes)
• Participants have an opportunity to ask clarifying questions in order to get information that may have 

been omitted during the presentation and would help them to better understand the work.  
• Clarifying questions are matters of fact.  
• The facilitator is responsible for making sure that clarifying questions are really clarifying and not 

warm/cool feedback or suggestions.
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4. Examining the Work (10-15 minutes)
Participants look closely at the work, making notes on where it seems to be “in tune” or aligned with 
the stated goals and, guided by the presenter’s focusing question and goals, where there might be a 
potential disconnect.  
Note: It’s possible that participants could have an additional clarifying question or 2 during this time.  If 
so, the facilitator might offer an additional moment for these to be asked by participants and answered 
by the presenter.

5. Pause to Silently Reflect on Warm and Cool Feedback  (2-3 minutes)
• Participants individually review their notes and decide what they would like to contribute to the 

feedback session.  
• Presenter is silent.  
• Participants do this work silently.

6. Warm and Cool Feedback (10-15 minutes)
• Participants share feedback with each other while the presenter is silent and takes notes.  The 

feedback generally begins with a few minutes of warm feedback, moves on to a few minutes of cool 
feedback (sometimes phrased in the form of reflective questions), and then moves back and forth 
between warm and cool feedback.  

• Warm feedback may include comments about how the work presented seems to align with 
the desired goals; cool feedback may include possible disconnects, gaps, or problems.  Often 
participants offer ideas or suggestions for strengthening the work presented, so long as the 
suggestions are guided by the presenter’s goals and question.  

• It might be helpful for the facilitator to offer prompts for the feedback, such as:
Warm feedback
“It seems important …”
“Considering the goal, I appreciate…”
“I want to make sure to keep…”
Cool feedback
“I wonder if …”
“One way to more closely align the goal/purpose is …”

• The facilitator may need to remind participants of the presenter’s focusing question.
• Presenter is silent, listening in on the conversation and taking notes.

7. Reflection (3-5 minutes)
• Presenter rejoins the group and shares her/his new thinking about what she/he learned from the 

participants’ feedback.  
• This is not a time for the presenter to defend her/himself, but is instead a time for the presenter to 

reflect aloud on anything that seemed particularly interesting.
• Facilitator may need to remind participants that once the work has been returned to the presenter, 

there will be no more feedback offered.

8. Debrief (3-5 minutes)
Facilitator leads discussion about this tuning experience.  

Note: See Tuning Protocol Guidelines for information on effective participation in a Tuning.
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Tuning   Facilitation   Notes 
 

 TUNING 
Purpose: to align a product to a goal or set of goals 

1. Presentation  <15 min 

2. Clarifying Questions  5 min 

3. Time to Examine Work  <15 min 

4. Pause to Plan and code  2 min 

5.                Warm                                    and                              Cool Feedback 
Something that aligns to the goal is…                             A way to more closely align to the goal… 

I hope we keep…                                                                  In order to ..., we could…. 

It seems important…                                                     One way to more closely align to the purpose... 

15 min 
  

6. Presenter Reflection  5 min 

8. Debrief  5 min 

 

Timeframe  Step  Facilitative   Language   and   Moves   to   Consider 

5   minutes  1.               Introduction  “Tuning   processes   are   designed   to   refine   work.   Tune   in   this   context   does   not   mean 

‘fine‐tune,’   rather   it   means   something   else.   Perhaps   one   of   the   following   metaphors   will 

help   you   make   the   connection. 

1. Tuning   is   a   process   of   tuning   toward   something.   In   an   orchestra   or   band, 

instruments   tune   to   the   oboe,   the   clarinet,   or   an   electronic   device.   Today   [name   of 

presenter]   is   bringing   some   work   for   us   to   consider.   [name   of   presenter]   has   chosen 
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what   we   will   tune   toward      ‐   his/her   goal   –   and   that   is   what   we   will   keep   in   front   of 

us   the   entire   time   we   work.  

2. A   “tuner”   in   a   car   is   required   to   acquire   the   radio   station   with   the   least   fuzz   or 

static.   Our   presenter   has   determined   what   genre   of   radio   station   s/he   wants   ‐   we 

just   try   to   make   the   station   come   in   as   clearly   as   possible. 

3. We   sometimes   take   our   cars   into   a   garage   to   be   tuned.   If   we   are   an   apprentice 

learning   from   a   mechanic,   we   will   look   where   the   mechanic   says.   If   our 

presenter/mechanic   says,   “Please   look   in   the   carburetor,”   that’s   where   we   will   look. 

4. Tuning   is   like   the   blinders   horses   have   on   their   heads   during   a   parade.   These 

blinders   keep   them   focused.   We   will   not   give   whatever   feedback   we   wish   because 

that   is   a   different   conversation   for   a   different   day.   Today   we   are   building   the 

discipline   to   offer   feedback   with   the   parameters   set   in   front   of   us   ‐   our   blinders. 

  

We   are   called   in   this   process   to   point   out   where   the   work   aligns   well   to   the   goal   and   where 

there   might   be   gaps.    That   is   the   point   of   tuning    –   to   bridge   the   gap   between   the   work   and 

what   [the   presenter’s   name]   wishes   it   to   be. 

  

My   job   as   the   facilitator   is   to   guide   us   through   the   sequential   steps   in   the   order   shown   on 

the   poster   and   on   your   handout.   In   just   a   moment,   [presenter’s   name]   will   have   time   to   tell 

us   the   story   of   how   this   work   came   to   be,   and   if   implemented   already,   something   about   the 

results.   After   we   heard   from   [presenter’s   name],   a   time   for   clarifying   questions   will   occur. 

Following   that   short   timeframe,   the   work   will   be   passed   out   and   we   will   have   protected 

time   to   read   it   and   prepare   our   comments.      When   we   are   ready   to   begin   offering   our 

feedback,   [presenter’s   name]   has   the   opportunity   to   release   this   piece   of   work   to   us.   We 

will   care   for   it,   owning   it   as   if   it   were   our   own.   We   will   plan   our   feedback   and   talk   about   it 

as   warm   or   cool.   In   that   step,   I   will   help   us   tease   out   the   differences   between   those   two 

notions.   Also   in   that   step,   [presenter’s   name]   will   listen   in   to   the   conversation,   even   turn   to 
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the   side   90   degrees,   so   his/her   ear   is   most   attentive   to   our   conversation.   At   the   end   of   that 

step,   [presenter’s   name]   will   have   a   few   moments   to   verbalize   the   two   or   three   things   that 

are   most   present   in   his/her   thinking.   The   last   step   of   our   protocol   is   to   debrief   the   process 

of   Tuning. 

  

What   questions   do   you   have   about   Tuning   that   you   need   answered   before   we   give   it   a   go?” 

<15   minutes  2.               Overview  “[Presenter’s   name],   thank   you   for   bringing   your   work   today.   We   are   honored   to   learn   with 

and   from   you.   In   this   step,   15   minutes   have   been   carved   out   for   you   to   tell   the   story   of   this 

work.   As   we   will   be   hearing   much   detail   about   your   thinking,   your   preparation,   and   any 

implementation   reflections,   it   will   be   necessary   for   participants   to   take   notes.   There   will   be 

much   for   us   to   remember.   {Presenter’s   name],   what   work   have   you   brought   today?” 

  

If   the   presenter   only   uses   a   few   minutes,   you   might   consider   some   moves: 

∙                   “We   will   just   offer   a   few   moments   here   for   you   to   ponder   further:   what   else   have   you 

not   told   us   yet?” 

∙                   “In   our   preconference,   you   talked   a   bit   about   XXXXX.   Maybe   it   would   be   important   for 

all   of   us   to   hear   about   that.” 

  

Listen   during   the   overview   for   the   goal   the   presenter   wants   to   tune   toward.      If   at   the   end 

of   the   overview,   the   presenter   has   not   explicitly   named   the   goal   the   group   is   to   tune   to, 

ask   the   presenter   what   the   goal   is.   If   they   need   assistance,   you   might   hearken   back   to   the 

preconference   and   name   that   goal,   asking   if   that   goal   is   still   the   most   relevant. 

  

Post   the   goal   for   all   to   see,   verbalizing   it   aloud.    “Remember   the   analogy   about   horses   in   a 

parade?   This   goal/these   goals   are   the   blinders.   This   is   what   constrains   our   feedback.” 

5   minutes  3.               Clarifying  “Clarifying   questions   are   now   offered   so   we   more   completely   understand   the   context   of 
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questions  this   work.   These   sorts   of   questions   are   simple   questions   of   fact:   they   might   start   with   who, 

what,   how   many,   where,   or   when.   We   will   resist   asking   a   question   that   is   a   disguised 

recommendation,   such   as,   ‘Did   you   ever   think   about   using….?’ 

  

A   good   rule   of   thumb   for   clarifying   questions   is   that   these   questions   are   for    you    to 

understand   the   situation,   not   for   the    presenter    to   think   deeply.   That   will   happen   later. 

  

What   clarifying   questions   does   the   group   have?” 

  

It   is   often   not   necessary   to   engage   in   a   go‐round   (everyone   gets   a   turn)   for   clarifying 

questions   because   it   presupposes   that   everyone   needs   to   ask   a   question   in   order   to   get 

clarity. 

<15   minutes  4.               Examination 

of   work 

“Now   that   we   have   heard   the   point   of   view   from   [presenter’   name]   and   asked   some 

questions,   it   is   time   to   see   the   work!   [Presenter’s   name],   is   it   OK   for   us   to   write   on   this 

document?”   If   yes,   “we   will   also   put   our   names   on   these   documents   as   it   is   highly   probable 

that   everything   we   write   down   may   not   be   discussed.   We   will   hand   back   all   the   work   to   you 

at   the   end   of   this   experience   and   you   get   to   take   it   with   you!” 

  

Watch   participants   regarding   the   timing   of   this   step.   5   minutes   is   too   short   but   15   minutes 

might   be   too   long.   When   you   think   participants   might   have   2‐3   minutes   left   in   them, 

proceed   to   the   next   step. 

4‐5   minutes  5.               Pause   to 

plan   and   code 

“Very   shortly   we   will   have   the   pleasure   and   challenge   of   taking   this   work   up   not   only   for 

[presenter’s   name],   but   for   our   own   learning,   too.   This   next   step   will   be   characterized   by 

the   warm   and   cool   feedback   we   have   to   offer.   A   way   to   think   about   how   to   differentiate 

those   terms   is   by   thinking   back   to   a   childhood   memory.   Perhaps   you   hid   something   from 

someone   –   maybe   a   birthday   present.   As   they   walked   around   looking   for   the   item,   you   may 
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have   called   out   “warmer”   or   “colder.”   Our   feedback   will   be   organized   around   warm 

feedback:   places   in   the   work   or   the   experience   that   are   aligned   with   the   goal   of   [read 

goal].   What   we   say   then   is   warm   and   very   close   to   the   goal.   We   aren’t   giving   warm 

feedback   as   a   warm   fuzzy   –   it   is   more   than   that.   If   we   skipped   giving   warm   feedback, 

[presenter’s   name]   might   later   inadvertently   delete   those   experiences   or   steps,   not 

knowing   that   they   are   worthwhile. 

  

On   the   converse,   cool   feedback   is   further   from   the   goal.   A   space   exists   between   the   goal. 

We   will   frame   our   cool   feedback   in   ways   that   help   [presenter’s   name]   think   about   the   gap 

between   her   goal   and   what   we   see   or   think   we   see. 

 

As   you   look   through   your   feedback,   you   might   discover   some   things   you   wrote   which   don’t 

align   to   any   of   our   goals   …   just   put   those   in   your   pocket!   We   won’t   spend   time   talking 

about   those   today.  

  

Take   the   next   two   minutes   to   look   over   your   feedback   and   code   certain   comments   as 

warm,   cool,   and   “pocket.”   There   are   sentence   stems   that   will   help   you   frame   this   feedback 

under   Step   6   on   the   back   of   your   handout.” 

15   minutes  6.               Warm   and 

cool   feedback 

“[presenter’s   name],   would   it   be   okay   for   us   to   lift   this   work   from   your   shoulders   for 

awhile?”   If   yes,   “It   will   be   helpful   for   you   and   us   if   you   would   be   willing   to   turn   90   degrees, 

so   your   ear   is   to   the   group.   You   can   focus   on   listening   and   the   group   can   focus   on   owning 

your   work   rather   than   talking   at   you,   as   you   will   not   be   verbally   participating   for   awhile. 

  

So,   we   now   own   this   work   –   it   is   ours.   In   that   spirit,   the   goal   we   have   for   this   work   is   [read 

goal.]   In   just   a   moment,   someone   will   offer   our   first   piece   of   warm   feedback.   We   will   then 

proceed   to   that   person’s   right,   moving   around   the   group   so   everyone   participates.   Who   will 
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begin   this   round   of   warm   feedback?” 

  

Plan   on   engaging   in   two   rounds   of   warm   feedback.   At   the   end   of   those   two   rounds,   you 

may   wish   to   open   it   up   for   anyone   else   who   has   another   piece   of   warm,   then   move   to 

cool.    “We   now   have   the   opportunity   to   deepen   our   conversation   to   include   cool   feedback   – 

where   might   the   gaps   be   in   this   work   to   help   it   reach   the   goal   of   [read   goal].   So   in   just   a 

moment   someone   will   start   and   then   we   will   proceed   to   that   person’s   left.      So,   time   for 

more   feedback,   warm   and   cool.   Both   faucets,   warm   and   cool,   are   flowing.   Who   will 

begin?” 

  

It   may   be   helpful   again   to   engage   in   two   rounds   of   cool   feedback,   then   opening   up   a   more 

organic   conversation   that   does   not   move   as   go‐rounds. 

  

If   individuals   are   not   using   the   prompts,   consider   one   of   the   following   moves: 

∙                   “In   order   for   us   to   stay   true   to   warm   and   cool   feedback,   the   sentence   stems   on   the 

back   of   the   protocol   are   quite   helpful.   Who’s   next?” 

∙                   “Since   we   are   offering   feedback   specifically   about   [name   goal],   the   sentence   stems   will 

make   sure   we   stick   to   what   [the   presenter’s   name]   signed   up   for. 

∙                   Participate   in   the   next   round,   explicitly   using   one   of   the   sentence   stems. 

5   minutes  7.               Presenter 

reflection 

“So,   as   [presenter’s   name]   turns   back   toward   the   group,   we   metaphorically   hand   this   work 

back   to   him/her,   and   physically   hand   back   these   pieces   of   paper   as   well.” 

  

Collect   the   written   feedback   and   hold   for   the   presenter. 

  

“[presenter’s   name],   you   had   an   opportunity   to   listen   in   on   a   conversation   that   would   not 

take   place   in   this   way   without   a   tuning   protocol.   We   probably   got   some   things   wrong   –   it’s 
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not   our   work!   Resist   the   urge   to   offer   a   ‘play   by   play’   of   every   comment,   instead:   what   are 

the   two   or   three   big   ideas   or   concepts   with   which   you   are   walking   away?” 

  

If   the   presenter   ends   up   offering   a   commentary   of   everyone’s   feedback,   graciously   enter 

into   the   verbal   reflection   about   4   minutes   in   and   consider   offering   the   following:    “You 

heard   a   lot   in   this   experience!   Congratulations.   If   there   was   one   more   thing   that   you 

important   for   you   to   hear,   what   was   that   one   thing?” 

5   minutes  8.               Debrief  Debrief   is   a   time   to   converse   about   the   protocol   and   how   we   did   –   not   about   [state   goal] 

or   about   the   warm/cool   feedback   that   you   did   not   speak   about. 

∙                  How   did   that   tuning   go? 

∙                  What   did   we   do   well? 

∙                  What   was   challenging? 

∙                  In   what   ways   is   this   process   different   than   a   hallway   conversation   between   educators? 
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Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.

The Change Activity
Developed in the field by educators.

Purpose 
To build community among participants and provide context for a discussion about change.

Process
Introduce the activity. Invite participants to stand together in a circle. Once the circle is formed, invite 
them to divide into pairs around the circle. Partners turn to face each other and greet each other. 
 
Invite each pair to turn their bodies and stand back-to-back with one another. Partners then move 2-3 steps 
apart, remaining back-to-back. Ask partners to be sure that they cannot see one another.
 
Once pairs are back-to-back and a few steps apart, give this direction, “Change 3 things about your 
appearance. No peeking.” (Or something that lets partners know that they should not look at each other.) 
(2-3 minutes)
 
When you’re certain that everyone has made their 3 changes, invite pairs to turn back around to face each 
other and identify the 3 changes each partner has made. (3-4 minutes)
 
Once each partnership has done this, the giggling has stopped, and folks begin chatting, you can begin a 
quick debrief.
 
Debriefing questions might include:
• How was that?
• What did you notice?
• How many of you have already changed things back to how you were? What does that suggest about 

change?
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Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org

Text Rendering Experience
+L]LSVWLK�PU�[OL�ÄLSK�I`�LK\JH[VYZ�

Purpose 
To collaboratively construct meaning, clarify, and expand our thinking about a text or document.

Roles
A facilitator to guide the process.
A scribe to track the phrases and words that are shared.

Introduction
Take a few moments to review the document and mark the sentence, the phrase, and the word(s) that you 
think are particularly important for our work.

Steps
1. First Round: Each person shares a ZLU[LUJL from the document that s/he thinks/feels is particularly 

ZPNUPÄJHU[�

2. Second Round: Each person shares a�WOYHZL�[OH[�Z�OL�[OPURZ�MLLSZ�PZ�WHY[PJ\SHYS`�ZPNUPÄJHU[��;OL�ZJYPIL�
records each phrase.

3. Third Round: Each person shares the ^VYK�[OH[�Z�OL�[OPURZ�MLLSZ�PZ�WHY[PJ\SHYS`�ZPNUPÄJHU[��;OL�ZJYPIL�
records each word.

4. Discuss: The group discusses what they heard and what it says about the document.
�� What new insights have you gained about the text by looking at it in this way?
�� What do you think this text is�LZZLU[PHSS` about?

5. Debrief: The group debriefs the text rendering process.
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AgendaBuilding   Using   Infinitives 
 
Facilitative   leaders   create   collaborative   experiences   where   participants   learn   with   and   from 
each   other.   These   “meetings   that   matter”   do   not   simply   happen   –   they   are   crafted   with   care. 
A   Georgia   school   district   developed   a   methodology   that   kept   leaders   engaged   in   the   most 
meaningful   work   without   adding   meetings   or   elongating   the   already‐scheduled   meetings. 
They   built   their   agenda   using   infinitives. 
 

Building   a   Sustainable   Culture   of   Feedback,  
Performance   Improvement   Journal ,   April,   2013. 

Excerpt: 
School systems consistently limit meetings for principals and other school‐based leaders                     
to assure that they can meet the safety and instructional needs of the students,                           
employees, and families they serve at their school sites. In order to create space and time                               
for this important learning, district instructional leadership re‐conceptualized their                 
monthly meeting time with school principals. A monthly multiple‐hour meeting was                     
shortened using structures that helped create focused, prioritized agendas. Albeit a                     
simple strategy, the idea of consolidating informational items not only created time                       
efficiency; it also modeled a very replicable practice for school leaders. The use of                           
infinitives to categorize agendas such as the following authentic agenda from March 14,                         
2012: 
 

1. To   Inform 
2. To   Build   Consensus 

a. Will   all   teaching   staff   gather   on   their   first   day   back   to   work?   If   so,   what 
content   does   each   staff   member   need   to   hear   and   from   whom?  

3. To   Give   Feedback 
a. Draft   Intervention   Teacher   job   description   from   small   workgroup 
b. Draft   professional   learning   initiatives   from   Strategic   Plan 

4. To   Learn 
a. mandatory   state   assessment   testing   for   K‐8   principals   only 

 
In “To Inform,” each principal was provided a paper copy (or could access online) of each                               
item on an agenda crafted by district instructional leaders. These items should not                         
generate extensive conversation or questions – enough must be written to provide clear                         
direction and due dates. “To inform” items were defined as “one‐way communication.”                       
Generally 6‐10 minutes is given in each meeting to read the “To Inform” document,                           
followed by 3‐5 minutes of clarifying questions, defined as the “who, what, when, or                           
where” – definitely not the “why.” The “To Inform” item was a radical departure from                             
previous   practices   where   already‐communicated   items   were   “reviewed”   and   “gone   over.”  

 
Notes   about   this   practice: 

1. Nothing   gets   on   the   agenda   without   purpose.   No   infinitive   =   no   reason   to   include. 
These   agendas   are   characterized   by   fewer,   more   thoughtful   items,   all   of   which 
require   interaction   of   the   participants.  
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2. Infinitive   categories   could   change   from   meeting   to   meeting,   dependent   on   the 

content   and   outcomes   for   the   meeting.   “To   inform”   generally   sat   on   each   agenda. 

Infinitives   ranged   in   length   from   short   to   long.   Two‐word   infinitives   were   common, 

such   as   “To   learn”,   as   well   as   longer,   more   specific   infinitives,   such   as,   “To   examine 

data   and   build   action   plans.” 

3. “To   inform”   needed   to   be   monitored.   “May   I   make   an   announcement?”   wasn’t 

permitted   at   the   meeting   if   the   announcement   should   have   been   included   in   the   “To 

inform”   document.   Additionally,   principals   held   district   office   leaders   to   their 

commitment   about   using   “to   inform”   –   if   emails   were   sent   that   didn’t   have 

immediate   action   required,   that   means   district   personnel   were   not   maximizing   the 

power   of   the   “to   inform”   concept.      Principals   experienced   a   drop   in   the   quantity   of 

emails   as   a   result   of   this   structure. 

4. Having   “to   inform”   electronic   and   all   in   one   place   provides   a   single   storehouse   of 

information   that   is   easily   searchable. 

5. A   helpful   by‐product   of   this   process   is   that   adults   are   given   opportunities   to   work 

within   one   cognitive   function   for   a   longer   period   of   time.   Sometimes   very   little 

attention   is   paid   to   sequencing   agenda   items.   Leaders   might   keep   a   running   file   or 

calendar   entry   that   automatically   sequences   each   time   something   comes   to   mind. 

Voilà!   An   agenda!   A   more   thoughtful   approach   includes   leaders   who   use   a   Morse 

Code   method   for   sequencing   items:   long,   short,   long,   short.   Another   quality   that 

some   leaders   consider   is   the   assumed   difficulty   of   the   item:   alternating   harder   with 

easier   or   “softer”   item.   Another   leader   might   use   emotion   to   create   an   alternating 

agenda:   hot/cold/hot/cold.    AgendaSetting   Using   Infinitives    groups   items   to   prevent 

constant   transitions   of   expectation.   For   example,   all   items   that   are   “To   give 

feedback”   are   clustered   together   sequentially.   Participants   can   focus   on   that 

expected   behavior   and   not   have   to   return   to   it   during   a   meeting.  

6.    “To   decide”   is   not   recommended.   Instead,   consider   “to   agree”   or   “to   build 

consensus.”   “To   agree”   connotes   a   great   deal   of   power   attributed   to   each   individual 

person:   each   person   has   the   individual   power   to   thwart   the   decision   for   all.   “To 

build   consensus”   (“I   can   live   with   it”   was   this   group’s   working   definition)   provides 

more   flexibility   in   moving   past   the   decision   to   action.   This   group   found   that   “to 

agree”   was   rare   on   their   agendas   and   “to   build   consensus”   more   frequent. 

 

 

Hickory   Hill   Elementary   School,   Marietta,   Georgia 

Hickory   Hill   has   taken   this   agenda‐setting   structure   to   scale.   Combined   with   a   knowledge 

and   use   of   structured   conversations   (protocols)   promulgated   by   the   School   Reform 

Initiative,   the   school   experienced   the   nearly‐impossible.   After   starting   the   structure   with 

the   leadership   team,   its   members   asked   if   they   could   use   the   structure   in   their   own   teams. 

Now   each   group   that   meets   predictably   (e.g.,   grade   levels,   leadership   team, 

administration,   Response   to   Intervention,   school   governance)   has   adopted   this 

framework   and   joyfully   reports   more   engagement   and   high   efficiency.  
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Protocol   Families 
Purpose: 
This document supports educators as they intentionally match their desired outcome (purpose) to the                           
protocol to get them there. Each protocol is designed to provide a specific outcome. In this scheme of                                   
Protocol   Families,   similar   outcomes   are   grouped   in   one   of   five   families. 
  
User   note: 
This structure is one way to organize protocols. It does not assume it is the only one, nor that a protocol                                         
cannot exist in multiple families, based on differing desired outcomes. For example, a principal might use a                                 
Chalk Talk in order to  generate possible solutions to a schoolwide concern. That same leader might use                                 
Chalk   Talk   to    build   shared   understanding    about   colleagues’   experiences   with   new   curriculum   standards.  

 
 

Seeking   Perspective 
In   this   family   new   insights   and   perspectives   are   gained   in   two   ways:   1)   presenters   offer   little   or   no 
context,   so   the   feedback   is   less   influenced   by   the   perspective   of   the   presenter   2)   work   is   carefully 
examined   and   then   feedback   is   given   through   three   different   lenses:   literal,   interpretive   and   evaluative. 
Student   or   adult‐generated   artifacts   are   used. 
Examples: 
ATLAS 
ATLAS   with   Data 

Collaborative   Assessment   Conference 
Examining   Assessments 
Art   Shack 

Exploring   and   Managing   Dilemmas 
A   dilemma   is   a   puzzle:   an   issue   that   raises   questions   or   some   aspect   of   a   relationship,   process,   or   product 
that   you   just   can’t   figure   out.   Protocols   with   dilemmas   prompt   the   presenter   to   think   more   deeply   or 
expansively   about   the   situation,   not   to   necessarily   find    the    or    an    answer.   Different   thinking   or 
understandings   are   gained   in   three   ways:   1)   presenter(s)   offers   context   and   set   a   focusing   question,   2) 
presenter   (s)   receives   and   in   some   instances   responds   to   participants’   probing   questions   and   assumptions, 
and,   3)   participants   temporarily   take   on   the   dilemma   in   response   to   the   focusing   question.      Student   or 
adult‐generated   artifacts   may   be   used. 

Original   Gene   Thompson‐Grove,   revisions   by   Frances   Hensley   and   Thomas   Van   Soelen   2011,   2013,   2015   
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Examples: 
Issaquah 
Consultancy 

Peeling   the   Onion 
Descriptive   Consultancy 

  
Refining 

In   refining   work,   presenters   seek   to   refine   or   improve   a   student   work   sample,   document,   or   a   project   so   it   is 
more   closely   aligned   with   their   goal(s)   or   purpose(s).   After   hearing   a   detailed   history   of   the   work   thus   far, 
participants   offer   specific   feedback,   focused   on   bridging   the   gap   between   the   current   work   and   the   original 
goal   or   purpose. 
Examples: 
Tuning 
Slice 

Ghost   Walk 
Gap   Analysis 

 
Generating 

“Being   stuck”   is   a   common   characteristic   for   situations   appropriate   for   a   protocol   in   this   family.   Using   these 
processes   the   presenter   experiences   twofold   benefits:   1)   participants   temporarily   take   on   the   issue   and 
generate   ideas   and   possibilities   for   consideration,   2)   presenters   stay   silent   during   the   process,   removing 
themselves   from   the   pressure   to   immediately   respond   to   each   idea. 
Examples: 
Chalk   Talk 
Charrette 
Constructivist   protocol 
Fears   and   Hopes 

Realms   of   Concern   and   Influence 
Success   Analysis 
Wagon   Wheel   Brainstorming 
The   World   Café 

 
Building   Shared   Understanding 

This   family   often   differs   in   that   it   is   not   one   person’s   work/dilemma   at   the   heart.    Thus,   there   often   is   not   a 
presenter   in   these   protocols.    Hearing   the   multiple   points   of   view   or   ideas   around   a   common   question, 
experience   or   other   prompts,   such   as   text(s),   is   a   first   step   toward   building   shared   understanding.      These 
protocols   provide   processes   to   capture   multiple   points   of   view   held   by   members   of   the   group   and   then, 
through   guided   discussion,   arrive   at   some   degree   of   shared   understanding   of   the   issues,   challenges, 
agreements,   and   opportunities   facing   the   group. 
Examples: 
Affinity   Mapping 
Block   Party 
Coffee   Talk 
Compass   Points 
Connections 
Continuum   Dialogue 
Creating   Metaphors 
Diversity   Rounds 
Group   Juggle 
Making   Meaning   Adapted   for   Text 
Microlabs 
Multiple   Perspectives   Adapted   for   Text 
 

Norms   Construction 
Paseo 
ProMISE   for   texts   about   equity 
Q   and   A   (Questions   and   Assumptions) 
Say,   Say,   Do  
Student   Profiles 
Text   Rendering 
The   Final   Word 
The   4   As 
Text‐Based   Seminar 
What’s   in   a   Name? 
Zones   of   Comfort,   Risk,   Danger 

Original   Gene   Thompson‐Grove,   revisions   by   Frances   Hensley   and   Thomas   Van   Soelen   2011,   2013,   2015   
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Protocol Synopses 
 
Purpose: In conjunction with Protocol Families, this document serves as a reference in choosing a particular protocol to match a 
user’s outcome.  
 
Quick Clicks to Document Sections 
Seeking Perspective Protocols 
Refining Protocols 
Exploring and Managing Dilemma Protocols 
Generative Protocols 
Building Shared Understanding Protocols 
 
Seeking Perspective Protocols 
In this family new insights and perspectives are gained in two ways: 1) presenters offer little or no context, so the feedback is less 
influenced by the perspective of the presenter, and 2) work is carefully examined and then feedback is given through three different 
lenses: descriptive, interpretive, and evaluative.  
 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

ATLAS 
Looking at 
Student Work 

This deceivingly-simple process still breathes life despite the ceasing 
of its founding agency: the Authentic Teaching and Learning for All 
Students (ATLAS) initiative from the 1990s. Often used with one 
piece of student work, a teacher comes “stuck” - not sure what to do 
next to support this student’s learning. Like all protocols in this 
family, no context is given up front about the student, for specific 
information may color or bias what colleagues see in the student’s 
work. This lack of context-giving is sometimes frustrating in the age 
of standards-driven alignment. However, this protocol must keep 
some mystique in order for the presenter to truly reap new 
perspectives about the student and the work. 

Ideally 4-12, but can be adapted for 
larger groups. If so, small groups work 
for 3-4 minutes, then report out at each 
step. 
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Examples:  
● A high school science teacher brings a lab report of a student who fails all the tests but seems to really understand the 

lab experiences 
● A middle school band teacher brings a student’s audition video, stumped about how to help this student take a next step 
● A preKindergarten teacher a picture of a student’s drawing and the audio file of how this student narrated her story 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

ATLAS 
Looking at 
Adult Work 

The steps of ATLAS can also be used for other documents and 
artifacts created by adults. The process is the same - in fact, the link 
in the left column will render the same exact protocol. Using this 
process for data is common (see the next section). However, 
teachers and leaders alike can often benefit from hearing what 
others think without all the background and context. 

Ideally 4-12, but can be adapted for 
larger groups. If so, small groups work 
for 3-4 minutes, then report out at each 
step. 

Examples: 
● A principal brings a classroom observation narrative, redacting the name of the teacher. The principal would like to know 

how it “reads.” 
● A district leader brings a brochure/flyer announcing a new professional development cohort. She is particularly curious 

about how her language choices. 
● A teacher has used the same syllabus for years and never has received feedback - from anyone. He would love to hear 

about what the various perspectives his colleagues might bring (e.g., parent, teacher, student).  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

ATLAS 
Looking at 
Data 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

This deceivingly-simple process, using the steps as ATLAS Looking 
at Student Work, works with quantitative and qualitative data alike. It 
goes against the grain of most education conversations which often 
sound like the following: starting with our off-the-cuff opinions, 
followed by our thinking why our idea will work, and (if pushed by 
others) topping it off with evidence.  
 
In this protocol, a presenter is optional. Sometimes teacher teams 
may examine collective data from each of their classrooms; thus, no 

Ideally 4-12, but can be adapted for 
larger groups. If so, small groups work 
for 3-4 minutes, then report out at each 
step. 
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one person is the presenter.  

Examples: 
● A PLC of high school chemistry teachers each placed their disaggregated summative assessment data in a shared 

electronic spreadsheet  
● A curriculum department uses 5 quantitative questions and an open-ended response from a survey launched after a 

recent professional development event 
● As the district-level cabinet walked into the room, each member took sticky dots and placed them on various continuua 

around the room based on the posters. ATLAS Looking at Data was then used to examine the perception data just 
collected. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Examining 
Assessments 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

Assessment work is just plain tricky. Decades ago, individual 
teachers would either create their own individual assessments or use 
a printed assessment from a textbook series. Now, various 
assessment types (e.g., diagnostic, formative, summative) exist, 
created by various individuals or entities (e.g., PLC, district 
curriculum office, testing company). Using the same three ways of 
looking (i.e., descriptive, interpretive, evaluative), combined with two 
other steps, Examining Assessments is a powerful process to use 
prior to the beginning of an instructional unit. This process is 
particularly helpful in articulating what the assessment truly 
assesses. One unique way this occurs in the third step is to actually 
take  the assessment, then use that experience, borrowing the voice 
of a student who would be taking the assessment (e.g., speaking like 
a fourth grader or a tenth grader).  

Ideally 4-12, but can be adapted for 
larger groups. If so, small groups work 
for 3-4 minutes, then report out at each 
step. 

Examples: 
● An 8th grade ELA PLC wants to look at a new district benchmark before beginning a unit they have always taught on 

author’s purpose. In the past, they would simply email out the benchmark as an attachment and tacitly agree in a 
meeting that they all had read it.  

● A 4th grade collaborative team noted last year that the geometry assessment they created really gave students some 
trouble. They didn’t work on it last year, so they need to now. Since it has been so long, truly experiencing the 
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assessment would be helpful to the team. 
● New questions have been released by the state department for End-of-Grade assessments. Rather than spend time 

complaining about these items, the social studies department chair would like the entire department to experience the 
rigor and depth of the questions.  

 
Refining Protocols 
In refining work, presenters seek to refine or improve a student work sample, document, or a project so it is more closely aligned with 
their goal(s) or purpose(s).  
 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Tuning 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

One of the most-used and probably misunderstood protocols, Tuning is 
designed to align work with a goal or set of goals. Without (1) something 
to look at (electronic or paper) and (2) an explicit goal(s), Tuning cannot 
be used.  
 
A presenter in a Tuning genuinely is seeking feedback on the document 
toward something specific; not just looking for the overall “feel.” The 
presenter must be willing to give deep detail and background about the 
work in the first step. 

Ideally 4-12, but can be adapted for 
larger groups. If so, during the Warm 
and Cool feedback, small groups work 
for 3-4 minutes, then report out their 
either warm or cool feedback.The 
presenter listens in but does not 
respond.  

Examples: 
● Tuning a PD agenda to the goal of logical sequence 
● Tuning a HS master schedule to … equity 
● Tuning a set of instructional expectations to … support structures 
● Tuning a plan to its intended goals/objectives 
● Tuning a website to … ease of use 
● Tuning a rubric to … clarity 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Gap This process asks participants to consider gaps between beliefs and Any group size as this protocol asks for 
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Analysis practice, the “tragic gap” (Parker Palmer). Can be used with any 
document which articulates beliefs/expectations/guiding principles. The 
goal is not to refine the document, but instead refine our practices to 
better meet what the document articulates.  

triads 

Examples: 
● Using a set of standards for teacher evaluation 
● Using a set of beliefs about a school reform or framework 
● Using an article defining teacher leadership 
● Using personal leadership goals 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Slice A horizontal or vertical slice offers schools the chance to see the 
breadth and depth of work for either a long period of time with one or a 
few students (vertical) or a short period of time with many students 
(horizontal). A question or focus is important to establish before 
planning, implementing, and processing the slice artifacts. There are 
several variants of this very meaningful experience.  

Any group size will work. If more than 
12, small groups will help build 
engagement. Frequent check ins will 
keep accountability high.  

Examples: 
● An elementary school wants to check for rigorous student work, so every teacher submits what they did from 9-9:15 AM 
● A middle school is checking for Depth of Knowledge understanding, so any tests (formative and/or summative) which 

were given during a given week are submitted to a shared electronic folder. 
● A high school puts out a box near the copier for a week and asks teachers to place one copy of anything they copy in the 

box. 
● A district office seeks equity between schools during reading workshop. Instructional coaches from each school capture 

60 second video clips in every second grade classroom and uploads to a video sharing site.  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Ghost Walk This collaborative walk-through differs from many walk-through 
experiences because the students are out of the learning area, thus the 
“ghostly” feel. A host school offers a essential question or focus from 

Any group size will work.  
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which the observers gather descriptive feedback.  

Examples: 
● An elementary school would like to see what teachers seem to value about anchor charts, so 2nd grade classrooms are 

walked during the 2nd half of special/elective classes; 3rd grade classrooms during the 1st half of special/elective 
classes. 

● A middle school would like to better understand what kind of student work is posted in rooms (if at all). 
● A high school is curious about the balance between motivational and content-related artifacts posted in classrooms and 

hallways. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Equity Artifacts (e.g., assessment or assignment/task and the student work 
which resulted from it) are used as the basis for a conversation about 
equity. The presenter acknowledges from the beginning s/he wants to 
think about access and perspective on the artifact from multiple 
perspectives (e.g., students with disabilities, students who speak 
multiple languages, students of color, LGBTQ) 

Any group size will work. If more than 
12, small groups will help build 
engagement. Frequent check ins will 
keep accountability high.  

Examples: 
● A teacher or principal brings an assessment for a social studies unit about the Civil War. 
● A curriculum director brings a math task from the state lesson plan bank. 

 
Exploring and Managing Dilemma Protocols 
A dilemma is a puzzle: an issue that raises questions or some aspect of a relationship, process, or product you just can’t figure out. 
Dilemmas differ from problems. With problems, the individual is always seeking a solution. With dilemmas, often our focus changes 
to having a more robust understanding of the dilemma, and armed with that knowledge, now accessing some strategies to best 
manage the tension(s) which may never truly subside.  
 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Consultancy With the word “consult” as the root, one might think about consultants 4-12 
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in this context. A consultant who does her job well does not give clients 
all the answers; instead, she builds their thinking skill so when she 
gradually exits, the clients know how to move forward even in 
unfamiliar situations. In a Consultancy, the participants serve as 
thinkers rather than solvers. A presenter may leave without a tangible 
next step, but instead a more thorough and nuanced understanding of 
the dilemma.  

Examples: 
● A teacher continues to struggle with helping her students with English as their second language achieve on math word 

problems. She has tried a plethora of strategies but nothing truly seems to make a difference. 
● An assistant principal is at his wit’s end in figuring out how to work productively with a small vocal minority who seems to 

have a great deal of power on the campus. 
● A central office director is having trouble figuring out the line between accountability and support with a particular school 

where marginal instruction occurs in numerous classrooms.  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Descriptive 
Consultancy 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

A hybrid of both ATLAS and Consultancy, this process asks 
participants to resist applying gut-level solutions before truly 
understanding the dilemma. The most important step allows the 
presenter to hear assumptions he may or may not have been aware of, 
including perspectives of various “actors” in the dilemma. Many leaders 
find this dilemma-based protocol simpler than consultancy because the 
skill of asking probing questions is not present in this protocol.  

Ideally 4-12, but can be adapted for 
larger groups. If so, small groups work 
for 3-4 minutes, then report out at each 
step. 

Examples: 
● An RtI coordinator has had a modicum of success in working with a particular parent but wants to better understand what 

may be getting in the way of their relationship. She has a meeting coming up and needs something tangible. 
● A new school leader is having trouble finding balance in her new role. She is open to better understanding the decisions 

she is currently making about her time, but she truly wants something to try...and soon. 
● A new student in a self-contained disabilities classroom has upset the delicate equilibrium. The interventionist wants to 

deepen her strategy pool while also figuring out her responsibility to each student in her care.  

Van Soelen & Associates, ©2017 Page 7 of 20 
 updated in real time at http://www.tinyurl.com/protocolsynopses 42

http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/download/examining-assessments/
http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/download/examining-assessments/
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1BEHmVxxkj3AnOBORNb7ENqblX02GEsU-TeOmmq9h2gg
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1BEHmVxxkj3AnOBORNb7ENqblX02GEsU-TeOmmq9h2gg
http://www.tinyurl.com/protocolsynopses


 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Issaquah Named after a city in Washington where this protocol was written, 
Issaquah uses a developmental coaching model to help a presenter 
come to specific actions about a concrete dilemma. The Descriptive 
Consultancy is the slightly faster version of Issaquah, as probing 
questions are now included.  

Works quite well with large groups, but 
can also work with a small group of 
4-12. 

Examples: 
● A technology facilitator wishes to work more fluidly with teachers on her campus. She has hosted several professional 

development classes and people register, only to not show up. 
● With a mass exodus of teachers in the past several years, a newly-hired principal wonders how to handle the traditional 

mentoring program when most teachers are in their first three years of teaching. 
● A superintendent is wrestling whether or not to join a statewide initiative sponsored by the governor’s office. It feels like 

the wrong decision in some ways, but the political pull is strong.  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Peeling the 
Onion 

An onion, or an artichoke, has layer up on layer until the heart appears. 
Peeling the Onion can be effectively used when the presenter and 
facilitator have difficulty actually articulating (“naming”) the dilemma. In 
a preconference, Peeling the Onion could be an apropos choice if three 
attempts are made to paraphrase the dilemma and the response is 
similar to, “Well...that may be part of it…” or “That’s not quite it…” 

Ideally 4-12, but can be adapted for 
larger groups. If so, small groups work 
for 3-4 minutes, then report out at each 
step. 

Examples: 
● A school leader can’t quite put a finger on what in his school culture is not “clicking.”  
● A 1st grade PLC seems to “talk the talk” quite well when they are together, but each work quite independently once they 

leave. 
● A team of instructional coaches seem to have underlying issues impacting their collaboration, and their central office 

liaison isn’t sure what to do next.  

 
Generative Protocols 

Van Soelen & Associates, ©2017 Page 8 of 20 
 updated in real time at http://www.tinyurl.com/protocolsynopses 43

http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/download/the-issaquah-protocol/
http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/download/peeling-the-onion-defining-a-problem-protocol/
http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/download/peeling-the-onion-defining-a-problem-protocol/
http://www.tinyurl.com/protocolsynopses


There are times in an educator’s work where ideas are all s/he needs. Perhaps a set of ideas exist but s/he is stuck on how to begin; 
hearing ideas will instigate the first step. In other situations, an educator may need a dosage of “Educator Pinterest” to hear about all 
the myriad possibilities. 
 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Charrette 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 
 
 

A charrette is a French cart, often pulled 
by an animal. Imagine a French peasant woman, on her farm harvesting 
her carrots, cabbage, and brussel sprouts. She places her vegetables in 
her charrette and goes to town on Market Day. Townspeople walk by 
and touch, thump, scratch, and shake her vegetables. Some may buy, 
others may not. When the peasant woman has got what she came for, 
she takes her charrette and goes home.  
 
In a school, the peasant woman represents an educator who puts her 
current “work” in the cart, listens to various thumps, scratches, and 
touches (in the form of ideas), and “goes home” (ends the protocol) 
when she knows what she is going to do next.  
 
Charrette differs from traditional brainstorming in a few important ways: 

1. A person (the presenter) is sitting out, listening to the session 
2. (perhaps most importantly) pauses occur every few minutes for 

a progress check with the presenter, who then stops when the 
next steps/actions have been decided 

Keeping a Charrette group small is 
important: 3-10. This process might 
work in a larger group, but prepare for 
the process to end quickly. A natural 
filtering process occurs as small groups 
generate their own ideas. Then when 
the report out of each group occurs, 
only the very best ideas come forward.  

Examples: 
● A school leader is trying to figure out a method to deliver some tough news to a staff. 
● A 5th grade PLC needs just a few ideas for a culminating activity for a PBL. They could convene a Charrette with another 

grade level’s PLC. When the 5th grade PLC hears what they think will be viable, the Charrette is over. 
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● A district-level leader has a day’s agenda pretty solid except for a 45 minute block right after lunch. She has some ideas 
but needs to firm this up in the next two days. She only wants ideas for that specific time frame.  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Wagon 
Wheel 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

Wagon Wheel might be chosen over Charrette when an educator wants 
to collect all  the possibilities, and not make a decision within the 
confines of the protocol. In Wagon Wheel, multiple pairs work 
simultaneously, capturing all ideas on paper or using technology. The 
partnerships change every few minutes to keep the idea-generation 
fresh. Sometimes dubbed “Speed Dating,” this protocol has many uses 
and is a highly-energetic, fun experience. 

Works extremely well with large groups. 

Examples 
● A technology coach is about to hold a Twitter chat about classroom technology integration. She wants every possible 

question which could be workable using this medium. 
● A high school staff will have 1:1 devices next year and needs to record what they know about the pros and cons of 

various learning management systems. 
● A teacher leader has been tasked with “Math Night.” She needs ideas about content, logistics, volunteering...everything. 

 
Building Shared Understanding Protocols 
This family often differs in that it is not one person’s work/dilemma at the heart. Thus, there often is not a presenter in these 
protocols. These protocols provide processes to capture multiple points of view held by members of the group and then, through 
guided discussion, arrive at some degree of shared understanding of the issues, challenges, agreements, and opportunities facing 
the group.  
Note: all text-based protocols fit into this family. Since there are such an array of text-based protocol choices, another document has 
been created for that specific grouping: Text Protocol Resource List. 
 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Affinity 
Mapping 

It is quite common for a professional development activity to look like 
this: individual educators write ideas on sticky notes (one thought/note), 

Works quite well with large groups. With 
more than 8 participants, set up multiple 
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then small groups gather at a large sticky note on the wall and make 
groupings of their ideas. The Affinity Mapping protocol amends this 
experience in important ways:  

● All participants post their sticky notes, instead of holding them, 
waiting for the “Just right” sticky note clump 

● The group work is done silently, giving space for participants to 
think about other’s grouping strategies rather than listening to 
them explain their thinking’ 

The result is more equitable experience, filled with more thinking than 
talking, and a high level of efficiency. 

spots to have smaller groups group 
their sticky notes. If multiple groups 
work, before assuming members need 
(1) to see what the other groups did, or 
(2) to hear a report out from other 
groups, ask yourself: “Does the group 
need  this next step I am considering in 
order to move to our next learning?” If 
the answer isn’t “yes,” it may be a 
perfect opportunity to waylay the 
seemingly obligatory “share out” or 
Gallery Walk. 

Examples: 
● After reading a draft of a school improvement plan, members of a school leadership team use a text protocol (i.e., 

Questions and Assumptions) as they are reading. They then use Affinity Mapping to silently categorize their feedback 
and wonderings.  

● A 2nd grade team needs to decide on a end-of-year field trip. Instead of spending an entire planning period having that 
conversation, they each take as many sticky notes as they need to write down their ideas. After categorizing them using 
Affinity Mapping, each person rank orders their top three choices (1st, 2nd, 3rd) in order to make a decision. 

● A principal wants to know from the teacher’s perspective how the school’s implementation of Problem-Based Learning is 
going. At a faculty meeting, he asks staff members to write down their thoughts, one per sticky note. He then divides up 
the faculty to categorize their responses. Before concluding, he asks each group to title each category, then takes digital 
pictures of each grouping to use with the professional learning team. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Chalk Talk It is not commonplace behavior for a group to engage with each other 
in equitable ways. Our group preferences are different, and some 
groups choose to point to these preferences or personality traits to 
excuse a group’s problematic behavior. Chalk Talk is an equitable, 
silent, written conversation on large pieces of paper (often used with 
markers and paper instead of a chalkboard) around one or more 
prompts. The experience is paradoxical, as the pace of the 

Works quite well with large groups. With 
more than 8 participants, set up multiple 
spots.  If multiple groups work, before 
assuming members need (1) to see 
what the other groups did, or (2) to hear 
a report out from other groups, ask 
yourself: “Does the group need  this next 
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conversations seems to slow down and produce more thoughtful 
responses, while the entire experience often takes less time than a 
whole group conversation.  

step I am considering in order to move 
to our next learning?” If the answer isn’t 
“yes,” it may be a perfect opportunity to 
waylay the seemingly obligatory “share 
out” or Gallery Walk. 

Examples: 
● An instructional coach wants to surface specific ways teachers across the school are explicitly teaching the mathematical 

process standards.  
● A district-level curriculum coordinator creates time for teachers across the district to share social studies lessons. Instead 

of a “share fair” or “carousel,” she chooses to ask teachers to print out their lessons and tape them to large pieces of 
paper for a large Chalk Talk. She notices at the conclusion of the experience, many teachers are taking pictures of 
pieces of the conversation. 

● An administrative intern has been given the responsibility of organizing and leading the yearly Academic Awards 
Assembly. She cringes at the assignment because she doesn’t believe the event is equitable. She hangs a piece of large 
paper and markers near the teacher mailboxes with this prompt: “What do y’all think about the Academic Awards 
Assembly?” Teachers engage intermittently with it over the course of two weeks. A rich conversation took place - which 
was then brought to the leadership team for decisions about what can be kept and changed. She dubbed this experience 
a “Perpetual Chalk Talk.” 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Compass 
Points 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

Originally designed for individuals to understand how they interact in 
groups and the impact of those decisions, using the Facilitative Notes 
in the first column can help groups build a group vocabulary, enabling 
them to better assess their efficiency, effectiveness, and equity, and 
then act on that information for improvement.  

Works quite well with large groups.  

Examples: 
● An entire faculty is focusing on improving their PLC practices, so using this protocol whole group allows the language to 

permeate the entire school. 
● A chair of a 9th grade Literature team believes individual differences are being used as a crutch, instead of attempting to 

bridge the divides. 
● An area superintendent notices building principals spend more time in the parking lot after the meetings. When he asks, 

Van Soelen & Associates, ©2017 Page 12 of 20 
 updated in real time at http://www.tinyurl.com/protocolsynopses 47

http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/download/compass-points-north-south-east-and-west-an-exercise-in-understanding-preferences-in-group-work/
http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/download/compass-points-north-south-east-and-west-an-exercise-in-understanding-preferences-in-group-work/
https://drive.google.com/open?id=15CZe4rAwGTOy2uhZ3SGrM5cPPkjejgL-xOmv9wsIRIE
https://drive.google.com/open?id=15CZe4rAwGTOy2uhZ3SGrM5cPPkjejgL-xOmv9wsIRIE
http://www.tinyurl.com/protocolsynopses


they admit they are asking each other questions about the content of the meeting. He wants his meetings to be better - in 
the meeting itself, without needing parking lot time, too.  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Connections 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

Just because educators physically arrive at a gathering doesn’t mean 
they are emotionally or mentally ready for engagement. Connections 
gives educators time and space to ready their mind and hearts for the 
agenda and the people who are also there. Connections is best used in 
groups who continuously meet - not for a one-time gathering. 

Ideally works with groups of 3-20. Can 
work with larger groups as the time can 
be adjusted.  

Examples: 
● A 7th grade social studies team starts with a few minutes of Connections at each meeting. They do not wait for everyone 

to arrive because that may never happen with the frenzy of schools! 
● An administrative team begins their weekly meeting with Connections. It humanizes each other and helps manage the 

complexity of leading schools. 
● A professional developer is leading a retreat of experienced instructional coaches. She knows each of them have used 

Connections before in their own contexts, so she decides to use Connections to build community immediately. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Continuum 
Dialogue 

Physical movement isn’t just for five year-olds. 25, 35, 45, 55, 65 year 
olds need it too! A group can use the Continuum Dialogue with 
whatever content they need to explore by expressing poles (extremes) 
using various prompts. Group members move their body to somewhere 
along the continuum to represent their opinions. Various ways can be 
used to elicit responses about member’s thinking. Continuum Dialogue 
can be used to respond to a text, tackle a difficult issue, or get to know 
others.  

Works quite well with large groups.  

Examples: 
● Using a text about professional community characteristics, an assistant principal asks an entire staff to render their 

thoughts about the specific characteristics, one at a time. 
● A newly-hired superintendent is trying to get the lay of the land. He read through the strategic plan, identifying district, 
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school, and department initiatives. With a mixed group of district and school leaders, Continuum Dialogue becomes the 
visual way for him to assess. 

● After working diligently on a new biology unit, the PLC chair is concerned members do not have a shared belief the final 
summative lab is rigorous enough. Unsure if a simple discussion will produce honesty, he uses Continuum Dialogue as a 
way for the four members to physically stand up and speak their individual truths. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Creating 
Metaphors 

Using metaphors is a strong teaching and learning strategy. 
Connecting learning in this way boasts longer retention and increased 
meaning-making. This protocol serves to build community in ways 
team-building exercises often do not do.  

Works quite well with large groups.  

Examples: 
● As part of a school-wide focus on Guided Reading, an elementary school reading specialist wants to better understand 

what is underneath teachers’ decisions during small group instruction.  
● An Human Resources director wants to assure teacher evaluators understand the differences in the new appraisal 

system. She uses Creating Metaphors as a way to gauge their thinking about the post-observation conferences.  
● At the conclusion of a multiple-day training on teacher leadership, Play Doh is distributed with this prompt: “When I am at 

my best as a teacher leader, I am a…” Instead of using the entire protocol, participants have a chance to walk around the 
room and see the gallery of Play-Doh creations along with their placards. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Diversity 
Rounds 

Diversity is a multi-faceted concept, often relegated to one or more 
criteria. Diversity Rounds pushes on that simplistic notion, encouraging 
educators to think more broadly about their identities and in what ways 
they are alike and different to others.  

Works quite well with large groups.  

Examples: 
● A Cultural Competence initiative uses Diversity Rounds as an opening experience to help grow more facility in actually 

discussing issues related to diversity. 
● A high school seeks to improve the relationships teachers have with students, choosing to use Diversity Rounds as a 

way for staff members to see how they might have some things in common with their students even when their skin color 
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might not be.  
● A principal of a large middle school of 150 teachers wants to build more connections across grade levels and contents. 

Diversity Rounds helps “shrink the world” using meaningful prompts. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Fears and 
Hopes 
 

This protocol gives a group opportunity to hear perspectives which are 
usually kept internal. Generally, this process is used to surface  these 
items, not address or try to ameliorate each item. If that becomes the 
tendency, participants may want to “pass” or not participate as they 
could feel like the facilitator is omniscient and that their fear is 
unfounded. Some facilitators find it helpful to simply list them and “hold” 
them for an articulated period of time. During that space, a group might 
work on the list and possibly use another protocol to work with specific 
items.  

Any group size will work. If a group 
larger than 30 is using it, it may be 
helpful to do one or more of the 
following to increase efficiency: (1) have 
multiple people charting, (2) split the 
group and have the same charting 
process happen in both groups, (3) use 
an electronic form with two questions: 
“What is your greatest hope if [what 
we’re talking about or about to do] really 
works?” and “What is your greatest fear 
if [what we’re talking about or about to 
do] completely fails?” If the electronic 
form is used, offering time for 
individuals to read the text would be 
important as they won’t hear their 
colleagues speak their hopes and fears 
aloud.  

Examples: 
● A new elementary school is opening in the district, and a current school’s staff will be voluntarily or involuntarily moved.  
● A new STEM program is beginning at a high school. 
● A school leader wants to send a message that she hears feedback and will act. Using Fears and Hopes surfaces some 

of the hidden thoughts  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Group Using soft items of various shapes and purposes, a throwing and Ideally 5-25 people. If a larger group 
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Juggle 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

catching game can be the source of deep learning about how groups 
function and communicate. A large space is needed where individuals 
can stand in a circle. The Facilitative Notes in the first column 
specifically help groups lead meaningful debriefs of Group Juggle. 

wishes to use Group Juggle, consider 
having two separate juggling circles. 

Examples: 
● As part of a PLC Institute, Group Juggle is used with PLC chairs to help recognize the power of setting norms which are 

meaningful, useful, and practiced. 
● A principal believes his school is suffering from initiative fatigue. As a visual way to prioritize the three goals of the 

campus improvement plan, three items are juggled. Multiple times during the year, Group Juggle is again used to check 
in on the three initiatives and to see if any other initiatives have snuck their way in.  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Microlabs 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

This highly-constrained process was first designed to demonstrate the 
power of truly equitable conversations. The prompts were designed 
around that purpose. Now, Microlabs is used in a host of situations with 
content whatever is germane to the group. This resource  is a Microlab 
Question Compilation started in 2006. I often use Microlabs in three 
ways: open up a topic, check in on progress, or bring closure. 

Any group size as this protocol asks for 
triads 

Examples: 
● An assistant principal has been given the charge of reducing office referrals. She uses Microlabs as a way to open up 

this conversation with a small group of teachers. 
● With a group of new teacher mentors, a central office professional developer uses a set of Microlabs questions provoking 

each person in the room to identify something of which they are feeling new - helping to reduce the hierarchy often 
present between mentors and teachers new-to-the-profession. 

● A school staff needs to be more public about their assumptions and practices around grading student work. A set of 
Microlab questions helped create a risky space. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Paseo 
 

Various components of our identity help us understand why we do the 
things we do and why we think the way we think. Being explicit about 

Works quite well with large groups.  
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Paseo 
Prompts to 
consider 

these identity factors is significant. Paseo moves past the “bridal 
shower games” often present in faculty meetings, past the articulation 
of character or personality traits, and into the dimensions of ourselves 
which cannot, have not, or you will not change. Courageous spaces 
exist in Paseo in part with the modeling of the facilitator combined with 
the protocol’s constraints. Prompts can be tailored to specific groups. A 
link in the first column offers some prompts printed in the protocol and 
others I have used.  

Examples: 
● A director of student supports wants each assistant principal in the district to consider the choices s/he makes with 

discretionary behavioral placements and how personal identity may be playing a role in those decisions. 
● A principal wants her leadership team to move past management issues into the messy work of school culture and 

school improvement. Paseo helps lay groundwork for deeper relationships where they might not always agree. 
● An 8th grade science team has been stuck in congeniality for years. The collaborative planning lead wants her 

colleagues to more deeply engage with each other, so she uses Paseo with just her and her three colleagues.  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Say, Say, 
Do 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

This playful, kinesthetic experience was first developed by a teacher to 
use with students. Now, the debrief can be highly meaningful for adults 
(see Facilitative Notes) and be focused on a number of different 
concepts. A space is needed where individuals can stand in a circle 
and move both in and out.  

Ideally 8-30 people works well. If the 
space allows it, a larger group will work 
as one circle. An alternate plan might 
include having a smaller circle in the 
middle and a larger circle on the 
outside. The tasks and actions of both 
circles are the same.  

Examples: 
● A principal wants to point out to PLC leaders in the building that their planning for their adult colleagues also takes work - 

not dissimilar to planning meaningful lessons for students. 
● A curriculum director is hoping the inquiry PD groups working in the district this year will take significant risks in their 

learning. She uses Say, Say, Do to help the inquiry group facilitators think about differentiating risk. 
● A professional developer is working with other PD specialists about their “givens” for adult learning, one in particular: 

circulating while adults are working in small groups. She uses Say, Say, Do to model meaningful learning with adults and 
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problematize the “circulate and assist” practice. 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Student 
Profiles 
 

A continuous throughline of educator reflection involves us seeing 
beyond ourselves - what we think we know about ourselves and how 
we involuntarily expect others to be like, sound like, and act like us. 
Student Profiles is a highly-interactive way to consider what we as 
educators we like as high school students (or between the ages of 
15-18). Those high school archetypes are found using a set of Student 
Profiles, which can be adapted for various student demographic 
contexts. For instance, this is a set of student profiles intentionally 
focused on the various iterations of second language learners.  

Works quite well with large groups.  

Examples: 
● In a professional development session about leading for equity 
● An entire middle school staff considers what student profiles they represent, and more importantly, which profiles they do 

not intimately understand 
● A Student Government Association sponsor at a high school uses Student Profiles with SGA to consider this question: 

“Whose school is this, anyway?”  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Success 
Analysis 

As educators, we are prone to quickly move past our successes, not 
spending a requisite amount of time exploring what made them so 
successful. In Success Analysis, each person has a chance to 
articulate a success, then small groups explore each success, 
searching for common success factors across the stories. The 
generation of these factors can be used as touchstones for future work.  

Any group size as this protocol asks for 
triads 

Examples: 
● A school staff is moving into a new initiative and wants to reap what went so well with their last major work. 
● A leadership team knows some tough times and transitions are coming in the next few months. They stop to explicitly 

articulate what makes them successful so they can keep these in mind as they move forward and try to stay grounded. 
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● A team of intervention specialists received the state assessment scores for their students and need to determine what 
made a difference this year.  

Protocol Summary Group Size 

The World 
Café 

As a microcosm of a much larger social ideal, The World Café protocol 
uses the image of a bistro or sidewalk café to simulate rich 
conversation, sometimes unexpectedly so. Using a set of nested 
questions designed by a facilitator or a team, participants constantly 
change groups, but written artifacts of their learning stay at each table, 
along with a person who functions as the “host.” The 3-4 questions are 
often generative in nature and provide a space for individuals to talk as 
well as write. 

Works well with large groups (even into 
the several hundreds) 

Examples: 
● A district is holding their first ever professional development for every certified educator in the district. Starting off with the 

World Café helps individuals mix and mingle while discussing three prompts which frame the focus of the entire day. 
● A principal wants staff members to have conversations together about their foundational documents: mission, vision, and 

belief statements. 
● A science curriculum director wants teachers to share lessons at an upcoming professional development. She uses 

World Café to surface the lessons, then subsequent questions to push a bit deeper on what was brought (and what 
wasn’t). 

Protocol Summary Group Size 

Zones of 
Comfort, 
Risk, and 
Danger 
 
Facilitative 
Notes 

Originally conceived as a paper-and-pencil experience, the Facilitative 
Notes in the first column make this experience more kinesthetic in a 
space where participants can stand next to each other in a large circle. 
Time is spent building shared understanding in this context about three 
words: comfort, risk, and danger. Those understandings are then used 
to apply the learning in a variety of situations. The Facilitative Notes 
also encourages a scaffolding of prompts, from less school-specific 
situations to more risky contexts.  

Ideally 8-30 people works well. If the 
space allows it, a larger group will work 
as one circle. With larger groups, 
multiple circles with multiple facilitators 
might be the best option 
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Examples: 
● As a way to demonstrate how risk is the target area for all three jobs in many protocols (presenter, participant, facilitator) 
● An instructional coach wishes to see visually how individual teachers may assess themselves in specific teaching moves 

relative to their instructional framework (e.g., differentiating by learner profile, pulling a small group for science) 
● A department chair wants to have a more shared understanding that formative is a process, not an adjective (e.g, 

formative assessment) 
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Text Protocol Resource List 

 

Protocol Name Purpose Group Size Notes 

4 As 
 

1. What do you agree with in the 
text? 

2. What assumptions  does the 
author of the text hold? 

3. What do you want to argue 
with in the text? Or ask the 
author? 

4. What parts of the text do you 
want to aspire to (or act upon)? 

Groups of 3-5 
Could be done with 
the entire staff 

● Can be combined with Wagon Wheel . Each time 
you move you’d answer the next “A” prompt. 

● Sometimes the “argue” step is difficult for folks 
to be ‘real.’ Try “ask the author” as an 
alternative. 

● The protocol from the School Reform Initiative 
starts with “assumptions.” It is often helpful to 
instead start with commonalities: “agree.” 

Block Party Think/pair/share to reflect and/or 
review a text prior to reading 

Works well with large 
groups 

● Facilitator chooses quotes ahead of time (some 
prep time required) 

● Would be good for chunking or reviewing a 
lengthy text - this is a pre-reading strategy as 
the whole text is not read during the process 

● may want to have whole text for individuals 
who would prefer 

Chalk Talk Silently reflect and generate ideas, 
check on learning, develop projects 
and solve problems 

varies ● Can be 5 mins to an hour 
● Can be used with a text or to solve a problem 
● A relevant question is written on the board or 

large piece of paper and people silently write 
their thoughts.  

Coffee Talk Often done with a text set centered 
around a theme (e.g., equity, 
student engagement, literacy, PBL) 

Any size! ● Can also be done electronically, for instance, 
with Symbaloo  and electronic texts 

● The very best text sets have different kinds of 
texts (e.g., poem, narrative, informational, 
interview, Ted Talk transcript). 

The Final Word  Provides each group member the 4 to 6; Facilitator and ● Each person needs a significant idea from text 
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Text Protocol Resource List 

opportunity to share and hear from 
others to gain a deeper 
understanding of an issue. 

timekeeper can 
participate 

● The first person (presenter) has 3 minutes and 
all others have one minute to respond; The 
presenter rotates each round so that all group 
members present 

● There is no dialogue, but the presenter ends 
each round with a one min. response, 
reflection, or reaction to what he/she heard 

Learning From 
Speakers 

To keep engagement high when a 
speaker is talking in person to a 
group 

Any group size ● Be sure to communicate the process with the 
speaker ahead of time which includes a focused 
Q and A time after the talk. 

● Creates more individual accountability and 
processing time with the speaker present, as 
opposed to after the speaker has left. 

Making Meaning 
Adapted for Text  

To speculate about the 
meaning/significance of a text 
 
Helpful if participants have trouble 
speaking directly to a text and not 
just interpreting what they want 
the text to say or mean 

If used with large 
groups, then break up 
into smaller groups 

● Participants read text and make notable 
notations 

● Facilitator asks specific questions in order 
○ What do you see? 
○ What questions does this text raise?  
○ What is significant about this text? 

● The protocol concludes with everyone sharing 
how this text might influence their work. 

Multiple 
Perspectives (using 
with text) 

This protocol offers an opportunity 
for others to claim various 
perspectives and use them in a 
conversation.  
When used with text, participants 
can “borrow” or identify their own 
perspectives in the conversation. 
“As a black woman….” “A second 
grader might say…” “One of our 
parents might say…” 

Since one person 
speaks at a time, 20 
would be a large 
group.  
 
Possible to subdivide 
a larger group with 
multiple facilitators. 

● At the end, important to use the prompt, 
“Having heard all the other points of view, I now 
think…” 

● Can be quite helpful if a group of folks are stuck 
in one perspective on an issue. 
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Text Protocol Resource List 

Planting the Seed Interpreting text through 
conversations 

10-100+ Different from Block Party in that in Planting the Seed, 
participants read the text and choose their own quotes.  

ProMISE (equity) To process a provocative text that 
lends itself to reflection and 
interpretation 
 
The goal is to participate in a 
courageous conversation rather 
than to come to an agreement 

At least 8 ● Helps when there is a racial issue to be 
discussed; helps reflect on diversity 

● Might also work for exploring ethnicity 
 

Q and A for texts 
(Questions and 
Assumptions) 

 

Digging deeper in a text: 
What are the questions I have? 
What are the assumptions the 
author or I make? 

20 or less (grade 
levels, leadership 
team, etc.) 

● Need sticky notes  
● After writing the Q and As, decide what to do 

with them (ex. Affinity Mapping, a discussion) 

Save the Last Word 
for Me 

Clarify and deepen our thinking 
about a text 

Group of up to 6 ● Great for thinking about the text and 
internalizing the significance for that individual.  

● Deep thinking/processing about a particular 
text. 

● In The Final Word  participants offer their 
significant portion of text and their rationale 
why. In Save the Last Word for Me, participants 
do not share their rationale until the end.  

Text-Based Seminar Enlargement of understanding of a 
text, not the achievement of some 
particular understanding.  

Small groups of 
students or adults 

● Remarkably engaging and productive.  
● 2 primary tasks: posing the framing question 

and keeping the group focused without pushing 
any particular agenda. 

● Similar to a constructed response to a text - 
must use text evidence to explain thinking.  

● Questions are extremely important and 
facilitation can be challenging.  

Page 3 of 4 developed in a professional development session at Starling Elementary, Grayson, GA 03/29/16 

 Access most recent version: http://tinyurl.com/textprotocols 58

http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/planting_the_seed.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/block_party.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/promise.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/questions_assumptions.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/questions_assumptions.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/questions_assumptions.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/affinity_mapping.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/save_last_word.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/save_last_word.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/final_word.pdf
http://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/text_based_seminar.pdf
http://tinyurl.com/textprotocols


 
Text Protocol Resource List 

Text Rendering Collaboratively construct meaning, 
clarify and expand thinking about 
text 
Find the “good stuff,” the most 
essential parts of a text 

Minimum of 4 people, 
with larger groups can 
break into smaller 
groups 

● 3 rounds followed by discussion and debrief 
● Round 1: sentence 
● Round 2: phrase 
● Round 3: word 
● Helps identify particularly important parts or 

key points of text 

Three Levels of Text To speak at three specific levels: 
literal, interpretive, and 
implications (a mini-DIE: describe, 
interpret, evaluate)  

Groups of 3-4 ● This process is very helpful if every person 
needs to leave with a tangible action. 

● This process also asks individuals to speak, then 
listen to others, then not respond to what was 
heard. A great practice of discipline. 

Wagon Wheel To deepen the understanding of a 
text: to explore implications for 
participants’ work.  

Optimal- Large group 
6-8 or more 
 

Great for sharing ideas and brainstorming issues/topics 
or topics in a one to one setting with multiple 
participants 
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Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org.

Creating Metaphors
Adapted from The Courage to Teach, Parker Palmer, pp. 148-150, by Gene Thompson-Grove.

Purpose
To use metaphors as a reflection tool and build community among participants through sharing 
professional metaphors.

Time
65 minutes

Process
1. Fill in the blank: When I am at my best as a (teacher, administrator, librarian, counselor), I am    

       . Write your metaphor on an index card.

2. (Optional) Underneath the written description, draw a picture, symbol, or some other graphic 
representation of your metaphor.

3. Respond in your journal: What guidance might this metaphor offer me in tough or sticky situations? 
What are the “shadows” of this metaphor? (10 minutes for Steps 1-3)

4. In triads, the colleagues discuss each of their metaphors in turn. The first presenter explains his or her 
metaphor (using the journal writing), and answers just a few clarifying questions from the rest of the 
group. 

Then the presenter is silent and listens to the group members discuss what they heard. What did we 
hear? What are some additional strengths of this metaphor? What might be some additional shadows of 
this metaphor?

The presenter then comes back into the discussion, and talks with his or her colleagues about what 
especially resonated for him or her while listening to them.

Then, the next person presents. 
(Each of the 3 presentation/discussion “rounds” takes about 15 minutes.)

5. Once all of the group members’ metaphors have been discussed, they may want to return once again to 
their journal writing in response to the following prompt:

Parker Palmer says he uses his metaphor to “...return me in imagination to the inner landscape of 
identity and integrity where my deepest guidance is to be found” (page 150). How might your metaphor 
impact your future practice in a similar way? (5 minutes)

6. Debrief about the process as a group. What did we learn? What should we do differently next time?  
(5 minutes)

60


