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Guide for Using 5  
of the Most Common Protocols

Protocol Focus Function What Makes it Sing Preparation
Connections Connections 

is a great way 
to open a 
session. 

Connections is a way for 
people to build a bridge 
from where they are or 
have been (mentally, 
physically, etc.,) to where 
they will be going and 
the collaborative work 
they will be doing. It is 
a time for individuals 
to reflect within the 
context of the group. 

This process allows people 
to process what they have 
been thinking, feeling, etc., 
and allows them to reflect on 
that in preparation for diving 
into the work. It provides a 
transition from the busyness 
of day-to-day life and helps 
people prepare mentally for 
the work they are about to 
undertake. 

Facilitator – Review process 
and guidelines prior to opening 
Connections.  Prepare to participate. 
 
Participants – Take part in whatever 
way each finds appropriate.  Attend 
to personal airtime (speak once until 
everyone has had an opportunity) 
and refrain from being drawn into a 
conversation with others. 

Forming 
Ground 
Rules

Ground rules, 
or norms, are 
important for 
a group that 
intends to 
work together. 

Norms are important 
to do prior to 
beginning structured 
conversations. 
Establishing ground 
rules/norms helps 
the group to get 
the most from 
these conversations, 
and creates a safe 
environment for 
taking risks. 

When done well, norms 
help a group create shared 
understandings about the way 
members will work together. 
Part of the work of the group is to 
monitor how the ground rules are 
supporting their efforts, reflecting 
and debriefing at the end of a 
working session, and adjusting 
norms as required based on 
those experiences.  Consider the 
length of time the group will work 
together and the kind of work 
that they will be doing when 
selecting a strategy for developing 
norms and the amount of time 
allocated to the process. 

Facilitator – Determine a process 
for forming ground rules, 
including a strategy to develop 
shared understanding among the 
group of what the norms will look 
like/sound like in action.  
 
Participants – Articulate what you 
need to do your best work in the 
group.  Remind yourself of the 
norms prior to participating. 

Developed in the field by educators.
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Tuning On an 
assignment, 
assessment, 
and samples of 
student work

To help educators 
figure out why student 
work doesn’t reach 
pre-determined goals 
or standards. The work 
can range from an 
individual educator’s 
assignments to efforts 
to develop more 
effective assessments. 
Can also be used for any 
type of educator work.

Goals or standards are clearly 
defined, and all of the student 
(or adult) work clearly does not 
reach those goals (that’s why 
there is a need for tuning – to 
get students or the educator 
closer to the ‘perfect pitch’).  
The focus question is clear; the 
participants give substantive 
“warm” and  “cool” feedback. 

Don’t skip or scrimp on the 
“warm” feedback.  Knowing 
what to keep in the work 
(warm) is often as helpful 
as knowing what might be 
revised (cool).

Facilitator – Help presenter to 
articulate the focus for feedback.  
Review protocol before the session 
and select strategies for group’s 
participation (go around, pop corn 
or other).
 
Presenter - Come prepared with 
samples of the work to be tuned. 
Be sure to bring enough for 
everyone in the group.  Select 
work that you are truly tying 
to revise so feedback from the 
tuning is incorporated. If this is a 
tuning of a lesson, bring copies 
of student work representing 
the completed project/lesson.  
Students’ names should be 
removed from the work, and 
the evaluation format should be 
included as part of the tuning. 
 
Participants  - Review work 
carefully with presenter’s focus 
question and the group’s norms 
in mind.  Identify both where the 
work is aligned with the stated 
goals (warm) and where there 
are gaps (cool).  Give substantive, 
specific feedback (warm and cool).
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The Final 
Word – Text 
Protocol

Structured 
conversation 
around a 
specific text. 

The purpose of this 
discussion format 
is to give each 
person in the group 
an opportunity to 
have their ideas, 
understandings, 
and perspectives 
enhanced by hearing 
from others. 

The design of the protocol is to 
ensure that each person has 
the opportunity to be heard. 
The protocol is designed for 
each person to act as both a 
presenter and a listener as the 
group explores the ideas in a 
shared text.  
 
The aim is explore multiple 
points of view – not to develop 
a shared point of view.  

Facilitator – Select a text that is 
engaging and accessible and that 
will solicit multiple perspectives. 
Determine size of the group, how 
groups will be formed, and time to 
be allocated for each round.  
 
Participants – Read and mark 
multiple places in the text that stand 
out for you.  Listen for opportunities 
to expand your understanding of 
what you have read.

Atlas Data 
Protocol

Used to dig 
into data and/
or student 
work to 
understand 
what the data 
or work might 
mean and 
how it might 
inform action. 

This protocol supports 
groups looking at 
student work or data 
in a structured way 
that begins with what 
is visible, then moving 
onto assumptions and 
interpretations, and 
finally to implications. 

Refraining from rushing to 
implications is key.  Looking 
carefully and thoughtfully 
at the work or data in the 
description phase provides the 
base for the richness of the 
experience.  The interpreting 
phase offers the opportunity 
to undercover our own and 
others’ that can lead to 
meaningful exploration of the 
implications.

Facilitator – Consider providing an 
opportunity to practice describing 
prior to beginning the protocol. 
Prepare prompts or sentence 
stems to support responses in 
each phase – (1) what do you see 
(or, if the statement is interpretive 
when it should be descriptive, 
what leads you to say that?); (2) 
what assumptions are being 
made – about learning, students, 
teaching, etc.; and (3) what are the 
implications for our work?
 
Presenter – Note observations 
about the student work or data 
you want to share.  Listen with 
openness to uncover what might 
otherwise be invisible. Prepare to 
be surprised.


