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HOW TO LISTEN IN SKILLFUL DISCUSSION (OR ANY TIME)*

1.  Stop talking: To others and to yourself. Learn to still the voice within. You can’t listen if you are talking.

2.  Imagine the other person’s viewpoint. Picture yourself in her position, doing her work, facing her problems, 
using her language, and having her values. If the other person is younger or more junior, remember your early

3.  Look, act, and be interested. Don’t read your mail, doodle, shuffle, or tap papers while others are talking.

4.  Observe nonverbal behavior, like body language, to glean meanings beyond what is said to you.

5.  Don’t interrupt. Sit still past your tolerance level.

6.  Listen between the lines, for implicit meanings as well as explicit ones. Note figures of speech. Instead of   
accepting a person’s remarks as the whole story, look for omissions__things left unsaid or unexplained, which            

7.  Speak only affirmatively while listening. Resist the temptation to jump in with an evaluative, critical, or          
disparaging comment at the moment a remark is uttered. Confine yourself to constructive replies until the context 

8.  To ensure understanding, rephrase what the other person has just told you at key points in the conversation. 
This is the old “active listening” technique, but it works__and how often do you do it?

9.  Stop talking. This is the first and last, because all other techniques of listening depend on it. Take a vow of 
silence once in a while.

*From Peter M. Senge, et al. The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: Strategies and Tools for Building a Learning Organization. 1994. 
New York: Doubleday, p. 391.

days in the organization.

should logically be present. Ask about these.

has shifted, and criticism can be offered without blame.
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FIVE PROTOCOLS OF SKILLFUL DISCUSSION*

1.  Pay attention to your intentions.
Make sure you know what you hope to accomplish in the discussion. Ask yourself: “What is my intention?” and 
“Am I willing to be influenced?” If you are not, what is the purpose of the conversation? Be clear on what you 
want, and do not mislead others as to your intentions.

2.  Balance advocacy with inquiry.
Ask others about their assumptions without being critical or accusing. Explore others’ points of view and the 
reasons behind them. Watch the conversation flow, and make comments which pertain to the group process, but 
not to content. Types of questions to ask or statements to make: “Here’s what I say, and here’s why I say it. What 
do you think of it?” “What is the question we are trying to answer?”

Don’t withdraw mentally from the conversation. If you say you are going to be open-minded, make sure you are. 
Stay away from: “Why can’t you see that your point of view is wrong?” and “Here’s what I say, and never mind 
why.”

3.  Build shared meaning.
All words are symbols, and as such are abstractions. They often have different meanings to different people. If 
most people understood this and routinely checked their meanings behind the words being spoken, there would 
be far less miscommunication. Play with words and concepts until you get closer to a precise definition everyone 
can agree on. Don’t walk away from meetings with misunderstandings or ambiguities about who meant what and 
who will do what. Decisions made in such an environment won’t stick.

4.  Use self-awareness as a resource.
Ask yourself, at moments when you are confused, angry, frustrated, concerned, or troubled:
      What am I doing right now? 
      What am I feeling right now?  
      What am I thinking right now?

Then ask yourself a second primary question: “What do I want right now?” In other words, ask yourself what you 
are trying to achieve in the conversation. Often simply asking yourself this question will provoke a change, without 
your making a deliberate decision to change. This can lead to another primary question: “What am I doing right 
now to prevent myself from getting what I want?” Then shift gears or change the focus of your attention. Don’t 
remain stuck trying to push at the same stuck situation.

5. Explore impasses.
Ask yourself: “What do we agree on, and what do we disagree on? Can we pinpoint the source of the 
disagreement or impasse?” Often the sources of disagreement fall into four categories:

 Facts: What exactly has happened? What is the data? 
 Methods: How should we do what we need to do? 
 Goals: What is our objective? 
 Values: Why do we think it must be done in a particular way? What do we believe in?

By agreeing on the source of the disagreement, you may be able to move forward if you listen to ideas as if for the 
first time, work at being open to new ideas, look at the issue from another’s perspective, and ask yourself what we 
need to move forward.

*Adapted from Senge, et. al. The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: Strategies and Tools for Building a Learning Organization. 1994. 
New York: Doubleday, p. 391.
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Excerpts from Barth, Roland S. Improving Schools from Within. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1990.

COLLEGIALITY

“I am a beekeeper. ... In a hive of 60,000 or so insects there are scouts always on the lookout in the fields for a 
new source of nectar about which to tell others through their elaborate dances. Fanners stand on the landing 
board during a hot day for hours at a time, beating their wings in order to circulate fresh air throughout the colony. 
Water carriers find a pond or stream and portage this precious matter back to help cool the hive and process the 
honey. Nectar carriers bring in the raw material for the honey. Cappers seal the honeycomb in wax and drones 
mate with the queen and keep the hive strong in numbers.

“Observing these astonishing levels and examples of communication, mutual visibility, sharing, and 
interdependence [boldface added], I could not help but compare the bees’ little society with those we call 
schools. Perhaps in some ways this is an unfair comparison, but the juxtaposition suggests to me just how much 
parallel play and adversarial and competitive relationships dominate our schools, how little we see of collegiality, 
and how much our schools suffer because of it. On the one hand it is a discouraging realization; but these little 
honey bees also have a more positive message. They suggest just how great the power of cooperative 
behavior in the service of a common purpose may be [boldface added]. There is as much to be learned from 
honeybees as from school sandboxes.” (pp. 29_30)

WHAT IS COLLEGIALITY?

“At its heart, this social quality, which is more commonly associated with university faculty than with elementary 
school teachers, depends on respect of teachers and principals for themselves and for each other. People 
work hard in a place where colleagues listen well and take one another seriously (while not necessarily always 
agreeing) and where there is an expectation—even a demand—that everyone on the faculty can and must make 
a difference in the overall life of the school. Collegiality arises from the trust within a group; and trust is 
requisite when an institution of consequence—a school—depends on the honest expression of trust.” 
[boldface added] (p. xi)

Collegiality is “... frequent, helpful personal and professional interactions. ... a climate of risk taking is deliberately 
fostered and where a safety net protects those who may risk and stumble.” (p. 9)

“Most probably agree that collegiality in a school is nice, but it is a soft and fuzzy notion at a time when schools 
need rigor and clarity. Collegiality is nice, but it is a frill when schools need to be pared to the basics. Collegiality 
is an adult notion, when the lesson plan for schools should be students. And collegiality is nice, but it is perhaps 
risky. Notions such as these keep schools from investing time and effort in promoting collegial relationships. In 
fact, I find the least common types of relationships among adults in schools and universities to be those that are 
collegial, cooperative, and interdependent.

“It is important to distinguish between collegiality and another word that sounds like it—congeniality. Congeniality 
suggests people getting along with one another. Friendly, cordial associations. Talk in the teachers’ room about 
the Red Sox, Yankees, and Celtics. Discussion about Roe v. Wade or plans for the weekend. Congeniality. People 
enjoying each other’s company and getting along. Schools need it. Every organization needs it.

“Usually when we refer to ‘my colleagues’ we are, in fact, talking not about collegiality but about congeniality. So 
what is collegiality? It is the flip side of parallel play. It is not sandboxes, but honeybees.
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COLLEGIALITY (CONTINUED)

“Judith Warren Little (1981) offers a good operational definition of collegiality in schools. Collegiality is the 
presence of four specific behaviors, as follows: Adults in school talk about practice. These conversations about 
teaching and learning are frequent, continuous, concrete, and precise. Adults in schools observe each other 
engaged in the practice of teaching and administration. These observations become the practice to reflect on 
and talk about. Adults engage together in work on curriculum by planning, designing, researching, and evaluating 
curriculum. Finally, adults in schools teach each other what they know about teaching, learning, and leading. Craft 
knowledge is revealed, articulated, and shared.

“I have not seen a better thumbnail description of a healthy school. And yet as obvious and compelling as these 
professional activities are, they find all too little following. Collegiality is eclipsed by other goals that appear more 
closely related to the fundamental purposes of schools.

“The literature suggests that a number of outcomes may be associated with collegiality. Decisions tend to be 
better. Implementation of decisions is better. There is a higher level of morale and trust among adults. Adult 
learning is energized and more likely to be sustained. There is even some evidence that motivation of students 
and their achievement rises, and evidence that when adults share and cooperate, students tend to do the 
same [boldface added].

“A healthy institution is one characterized by relatedness with other people and gratification from others and from 
the work itself. If these are among the benefits of more collegial relationships among adults in schools, collegiality 
may indeed be closely related to the time-honored purposes of schools. And the task of developing collegiality 
may be integral to the task of improving schools.” [boldface added] (pp. 30_31)
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Sandboxes or Beehives? 
Attributes Relationships 

Adversarial Competitive Congenial Collegial 

Communication 

Interaction 

Sharing of 
Resources 

Dependence 

Lie and 
deceive 

Dodge and 
weave 

Seek and 
destroy 

Co-
dependent 

Omissions 
and sabotage 

Secret 
practices 

Seek and 
find 

Dependent 

Polite, 
“Happy talk” 

Nonintrusive 
parallel play 

Focus on 
uniformity 
and equality 

Independent 

Honest, 
trusting, 
respectful 

Collaboration 

Focus on 
quality 

Inter-
dependent 

Sandboxes Beehives Battle Fields Playing Fields Metaphor 

Adapted from Roland S. Barth, Improving Schools from Within. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, 1990. 
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WHY USE PROTOCOLS?

Nowadays there is a great deal of interest in the concept of dialogue and the utility of getting 
teachers and school administrators (especially building principals) engaged in serious and 
sustained conversations about teaching and learning in their schools and classrooms. Conversation 
and dialogue are indeed central to the creation and maintenance of what Senge and others refer to 
as learning organizations. 

Shaking Up the Schoolhouse: How to Support and Sustain Educational Innovation

Schlechty, 2001, p. 141

Disciplining Conversation
Protocols are simply structured procedures for doing anything. When teachers use protocols to look at work they 
design for students, teachers use a series of steps to guide the conversation about their work and the subsequent 
work students produce. Having specific steps to guide the conversations may accomplish the following:
      Guidance to stay on the topic and make good use of limited amounts of time
      Nonthreatening ways to offer one another substantive feedback
      A clear roadmap for a disciplined conversation
      A supportive environment for talking about work
      A means to avoid quick judgments

Someone should facilitate the protocol and remind participants to follow the steps and the time allotments. Initially 
the protocol may feel artificial, but when participants are beginning to share their work with one another, they are 
encouraged to persist with the protocol in order to achieve the benefits of collaborative work.

There are as many different specific protocols as participants might imagine. Some protocols are meant to assist 
teachers in using the Working on the Work framework to design engaging work for students. 

In such conversations an observer is more likely to hear “what if” questions than “yes, but” 
statements. There will be honest consideration of questions like: What is going on in the classroom? 
What would lead students to want to do this work in the first place? What qualities are built into the 
work and are these the qualities that the students in this class are likely to care about?

Shaking Up the Schoolhouse, p. 142
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A DESCRIPTIVE REVIEW PROCESS: LEARNING ABOUT TEACHERS’ WORK 
FROM A STUDY OF STUDENT WORK

Background
During the past several years, educators across the country have been gathering in small groups and as faculties 
to read and analyze student work. These sessions may have a variety of purposes including evaluating the 
quality of the student work, scoring portfolios, determining student strengths or needs, or, as is the case with the 
Schlechty Center, determining the quality and qualities of teacher-designed work that elicited the student work 
being reviewed.

In any case, when using the Schlechty Center adaptation of a Descriptive Review, participants will first want 
to keep in mind the descriptive approach—not an evaluative approach—being pursued through this protocol. 
Secondly, participants need to be mindful that the purpose of the review of student work is to move to the analysis 
and improvement of the teacher-designed work that generated the student work being reviewed.

Purpose
From the outset of participation in the Descriptive Review process, all participants will want to focus on the 
purpose—to study student work for the purpose of analyzing and improving the teacher work from which it comes. 
Moreover, the analysis of the teacher work and subsequent discussion of ideas for improvement will be disciplined 
by the framework of the Schlechty Center’s 10 Design Qualities.

The Schlechty Center is committed to the belief that we cannot directly control the work that students produce, but 
as educators, we have control over the work we provide students, so it follows that the concern in the Descriptive 
Review process is to use an analysis of student work as a vehicle for getting to that which we can control—the 
quality of work provided students and the qualities embedded in that work.

Description vs. Evaluation
Most educators have vast experience in reading and grading student work. Growing numbers of educators during 
the past two decades have had experience in collaboratively reading and judging or scoring student work using 
some standard, a set of criteria, or a well-articulated rubric. Unlike any of these evaluative experiences, the 
Descriptive Review outlined here will ask participants to suspend judgment of the student piece in order to look 
closely and deeply at the student work with emphasis on what is apparent—both explicitly and implicitly—rather 
than what is missing or lacking in the work.

Participants may find it useful to think about approaches to reviewing student work as falling along a continuum:

EVALUATION          DESCRIPTION

While there is probably no such thing as either pure evaluation or pure description, some approaches to reading 
and studying student work fall closer to the evaluation end of the continuum, whereby readers judge students’ 
work against a standard, in comparison to other pieces of student work (benchmarks), or by some other means. In 
contrast, some approaches ask readers to move toward the descriptive end of the continuum and to read/review 
carefully student work in order to take detailed note of the qualities visible in the student work.

The Descriptive Review process will probably require that participants consciously discipline themselves not to 
judge the student work so that they might move within the realm of description.
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A DESCRIPTIVE REVIEW PROCESS: LEARNING ABOUT TEACHERS’ WORK
FROM A STUDY OF STUDENT WORK (CONTINUED)

Guidelines for Learning from Student Work*

Prior to engaging in a Descriptive Review, participants should read carefully the useful reminders outlined below.

When looking for evidence of student thinking:
      Stay focused on the evidence that is present in the work.
      Avoid judging what you see.
      Look openly and broadly; don’t let your expectations cloud your vision.
      Look for patterns in the evidence that provide clues as to how and what the student was thinking.

When listening to colleagues’ thinking:                                                                                                                                      
      Listen without judging. 
      Tune in to differences in perspective.
      Use controversy as an opportunity to explore and understand each other’s perspectives.
      Focus on understanding where different interpretations come from.
      Make your thinking clear to others.
      Be patient and persistent.

When reflecting on your thinking:                                                                                                                                        
      Ask yourself, “Why do I see this student work in this way?” “What does this tell me about                              
      what is important to me?” “What does this tell me about what is important to the student?”
      Look for patterns in your own thinking.
      Tune in to the questions that the student work and your colleagues’ comments raise for you as a designer of    
      student work.
      Compare what you see and what you think about the student work with how you design student work.

When reflecting on the process of looking at student work, ask:
      What did you see in this student’s work that was interesting or surprising?
      What did you learn about how this student thinks and learns?
      What about the process helped you see and learn these things?
      What did you learn from listening to your colleagues that was interesting or surprising?
      What new perspectives did your colleagues provide?
      How can you make use of your colleagues’ perspectives?
      What questions about designing and assessing student work did looking at this student’s work raise for you?
      Are there things you would like to try in your classroom as a result of looking at this student’s work?

*Adapted from “Some Guidelines for Learning from Student Work” in Horace, Kathleen Cushman, ed., November 1996.
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A DESCRIPTIVE REVIEW PROCESS: LEARNING ABOUT TEACHERS’ WORK 
FROM A STUDY OF STUDENT WORK (CONTINUED)

The Descriptive Review process asks teachers to look together at pieces of student work, to discuss what they 
see in the work, and to bring multiple perspectives to an analysis of the work in order to improve the quality of the 
work designed for students.

*Step 1. Getting Started The group chooses a facilitator to keep the group focused. The presenting teacher 
distributes copies of the selected student work or displays the work. At this point, the teacher says nothing about 
the work, its context, or the student. The participants read or observe the work in silence, making notes if they 
choose.

Step 2. Describing the Work The facilitator asks, “What do you see?” Participants respond without making 
judgments about the work.

Step 3. Raising Questions The facilitator asks, “What questions does this work raise for you?” The presenting 
teacher makes notes but does not yet respond.

Step 4. Speculating About the Work The facilitator asks, “Does the work show evidence that the student 
was engaged, that he or she valued the work and found it meaningful? If so, what is that evidence? Does the 
work show evidence of Strategic Compliance? Ritual Compliance? Retreatism? If so, what is the evidence?” 
Participants offer ideas.

Step 5. Presenting Teacher Responds At the facilitator’s invitation, the presenting teacher tells about the work, 
responds to the questions raised, and comments on any unexpected things that he or she heard in the group’s 
responses and questions.

Step 6. Discussing Implications for Designing Student Work and Student Learning The group and the 
presenting teacher identify the Design Qualities evident in the assignment and offer suggestions of ways the 
Design Qualities might strengthen the work so it will increase student interest and commitment.

*All steps are adapted from The Collaborative Assessment Conference by Steve Seidel and Harvard University’s Project Zero, 
1988.
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Step 6. The group and the presenting teacher identify the Design Qualities evident in the assignment and offer 
suggestions of ways the Design Qualities might strengthen the work so it will increase student interest and 
commitment.

Design Qualities:

      Content and Substance

      Product Focus

      Organization of Knowledge

      Clear and Compelling Product Standards

      Protection from Adverse Consequences for Initial Failures

      Affiliation

      Affirmation

      Choice

      Novelty and Variety

      Authenticity

A DESCRIPTIVE REVIEW PROCESS: LEARNING ABOUT TEACHERS’ WORK 
FROM A STUDY OF STUDENT WORK (CONTINUED)
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ENGAGING IN COLLEGIAL CONVERSATIONS

The purpose of a collegial conversation is to provide an opportunity for designers to gain positive feedback and 
ideas for a work in progress or an issue to be addressed. You can choose to focus on: 1) a learning experience 
that is in the early stage of design; 2) a learning experience that is almost finalized; or 3) a curricular issue for 
which new ideas for design are wanted. This protocol begins with the designer and then follows with clarification 
and feedback steps.

Examples
Beginning the Design Work: A social studies teacher who teaches 11th grade citizenship asked the group to 
help her think of a new way to approach the teaching of the U.S. Constitution. She explained what she wanted 
students to learn in the 11th grade compared to what they had learned in earlier grades. She was concerned 
because she was bored, and she felt students were as well.

Grappling with a Design Issue: An English teacher with special needs students talked about the tough time she 
has engaging students in the writing process. She related that many students want to stop writing after the first or 
second draft. She noted that when students make editing changes in the third draft, they do not always include 
the editing changes from the first to the second drafts. She explained that students write out the sloppy copy 
and the next two iterations. After the third draft, students are then able to use the computer to type up the writing 
assignment.

Finishing the Design Work: A career-tech teacher of 10th and 11th graders had developed a two-week unit that 
would provide students the opportunity to interact with folks in the physical therapy field. The teacher provided a 
typed copy of the entire learning experience. He started by talking about what he wanted students to know and 
be able to do (Content and Substance) and then walked the group through what would be occurring day by day. 
He talked about how he had embedded the Design Qualities. He also asked the group to think of ways he might 
increase Protection from Adverse Consequences for Initial Failures.

Note: The three examples are different; they reflect different ways designers can use Collegial Conversations. In 
each case, it is important for the designer to begin by explaining what students will be expected to know and be 
able to do (Content and Substance).
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A COLLEGIAL CONVERSATION—A WORK IN PROGRESS

This protocol is an opportunity for a designer to share his/her work currently being designed and to gain ideas and 
perspectives of colleagues so that he or she has the opportunity to refine the learning experience before giving it 
to students. 

Step 1: 
The designer begins by letting the group know what he or she wants the students to know and to be able to do as 
a result of the learning experience. (Content and Substance)

Next, the designer describes what the learning experience will look like. Through the description, the colleagues 
should be able to picture what students will be doing throughout the learning experience.

Colleagues listen and may jot down notes. 

Note: The learning experience can last a day or two or can take a week or more. 

Estimated Time: 6 to 8 minutes

Step 2:
Colleagues ask clarification questions. Designer writes down questions as needed.

Estimated Time: 2 to 3 minutes

Step 3:
Designer responds briefly to clarification questions. Colleagues listen.

Estimated Time: 2 to 3 minutes

Step 4:
Colleagues offer positive feedback:
      What about this learning experience will engage students?
      What specific Design Qualities are embedded in this experience?
      What about this learning experience will result in students’ learning what you want them to learn?

“What if?” and “How about?” feedback questions will enable the designer to gain additional ideas that may be 
considered as he or she finalizes plans for the learning experience.

Estimated Time: 6 to 8 minutes

Step 5:
Designer comments conclude the session. 

Estimated Time: 2 to 3 minutes
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WORKING ON THE WORK PROTOCOL INTRODUCTION

The purpose of using this protocol is to provide designers of student work with a deliberate process for asking for 
and gaining feedback from colleagues in order to strengthen and improve the work being designed for students.

The protocol may be used prior to teaching the lesson or after the lesson has been taught.

The protocol can be used by individual teachers as well as by teams. While the following protocol anticipates two 
teams participating with each one sharing work that the team has designed, the protocol can be used when only 
one team needs or wants feedback from colleagues.

As teachers/teams begin using the protocol, it is often helpful to have a moderator/facilitator to ensure the 
protocol is used and timelines are kept. The need for a moderator/facilitator may become less essential as the 
protocol becomes a way of doing business.

Those who are listening to the designers need to keep in mind the following:

      Are students likely to be engaged by the work?

      Will this lesson/experience result in students’ finding the work to be challenging, interesting, and satisfying?

      Are students likely to persist with the work, based on the design?

      Are students likely to learn those core concepts and ideas that the designer intends, based on the design of 
the work?

      Which of the Design Qualities are embedded in the design? Which are very strong? Which are weak?

      If the lesson has been taught, listeners will want to hear a clear description of what happened, with special 
attention to evidence: 
        that students, in fact, did what they were expected to do; 
          that students were engaged in the tasks assigned; 
          of persistence; 
          of student pride, commitment, and satisfaction; and
          that students learned what they were expected to learn at high levels. 

l

l

l

l

l
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WORKING ON THE WORK PROTOCOL

Step 1: Presentation of the Work    Only the designer(s) may speak.    10 minutes 

The designer describes the work. In this presentation the designer endeavors to answer the following    
questions:

      What were students expected to learn from participating in these activities?

      What were students expected to do in order to learn these things?

      Which of the Design Qualities were emphasized in creating the work, and why was it assumed that these 
qualities were likely to be most important in encouraging these students to become engaged in the tasks they 
were expected to undertake?

       What actually happened? Were students engaged? Were the levels of engagement and achievement as high 
as expected and desired? Did students show persistence when the going was tough? What evidence is there that 
the students learned what was intended? What, if any, surprises were encountered? (Use these questions only if 
lesson has already been taught.)

Step 2: Clarifying Questions    The presenter(s) respond(s) immediately and succinctly. 3 minutes

A group of colleagues, acting as collegial friends, asks clarifying questions to ensure that all the data relevant 
to the questions listed above are displayed and that there is a clear understanding of the responses provided 
by the presenter.

Step 3: Analysis of the Work    Only the collegial friends may speak.    15 minutes 

Using the Working on the Work framework, as if presenter is not present, the collegial friends provide 
feedback. The analysis should seek to answer these basic questions:

      Which Design Qualities were given emphasis, and was the emphasis adequate to the need?

      Were there Design Qualities that were not emphasized that should have been and, in retrospect, that 
seem likely to increase engagement and achievement?

      What results for students provide evidence of engagement and achievement? 

Step 4: Response of the Designer    Only the designer may speak.    10 minutes

The designer responds to the analysis and acknowledges ideas he or she intends to consider in refining the 
lesson.

      At this point, designers and colleagues reverse roles and follow Steps 1 through 4. 

Lessons Learned    Everyone permitted to speak.      10 minutes

When the protocol has been completed, the group discusses the question, “How did the Working on the Work 
Protocol help you reflect on the work you have designed?” The group should cite examples.

           Maximum Total Time: 58 Minutes
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PAIR SHARE

      First team shares the lesson.

      Second team listens and takes notes without commenting.

      Second team asks clarifying questions; first team responds.

      Second team offers positive feedback.

      Second team offers ideas for increasing student engagement, thinking of the 10 Design Qualities.

•	 What if ...?
•	 How about ...?
•	 Have you considered ...?
•	 Have you thought about ...?

      First team expresses appreciation.

      Process is repeated.




