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A REMEDY FOR TIME LIMITATIONS:  
CONVERSATION PROTOCOLS

Engaging in productive conversations with colleagues can be frequently hindered by time. One way 
to make the best use of allotted time to discuss workplace issues is to use specific formats for struc-
tured conversations that allow for a clear, common focus of discourse and provide guidelines for all 
members’ participation. These conversation protocols facilitate a balanced approach, allowing all 
members to be actively involved in the decision-making process by bringing a diversity of voices 
and opinions to bear on issues that require it (Garmston, 2007).

Conversation protocols can be very specific in how they guide the course of a discussion by 
identifying each group member’s time frame for speaking and the precise subject matter to be 
addressed. Staying within the protocol’s framework can help assure collaborative partners that each 
member will be heard and prevent conversations from going off on tangents. Various types of 
structured conversations can help generate ideas and provide a means for collaborative groups to 
interact and reflect on their practices. Table 6.2 is an example of a conversation protocol that can be 
used for co-teaching partners to reflect on their classroom practices.

Even if you have been a collaborating partner, or co-teaching for a long time, each new school 
year brings new and unique challenges. Teachers change grade levels, retire, are reassigned to other 
schools, or are no longer employed with the district due to budget cuts. New curriculum and spe-
cial programs are adopted, or assessment/evaluation methods, government standards, and state 
regulations are revised. These events and policies lead ELD/ELL teachers to forge new relationships 
or begin needed conversations with additional colleagues to strategize and plan for EL instruction. 
Conversation protocols can be a useful tool to further the progress of these important dialogues. 
Table 6.3 illustrates the many conversation topics that can be facilitated by conversation protocols 
for newly formed or ongoing collaborative or co-teaching partners.

 Table 6.2  Protocol for Collaborative Professional Conversations on Co-Teaching

1. Co-teachers set aside 20 minutes for this activity. They agree to a set of accepted parameters for this 
professional conversation.

2. One co-teacher offers his or her account of successful aspects of the shared co-teaching experience. The other 
co-teacher is silent and takes notes. (3 minutes)

3. The same step is repeated with the second co-teacher. (3 minutes)

4. Each teacher takes a turn to clarify one key element in the other’s presentation. (3 minutes total)

5. Co-teachers start an open discussion to analyze the reasons for their successes and/or identify any other 
contributing factors that hindered the success. (8 minutes)

6. The session is concluded with each co-teacher reflecting on the conversation and identifying one specific goal 
or step for the future. (3 minutes)

Adapted from Easton, L. B. (2009, February/March). Protocols: A facilitator’s best friend. Tools for Schools, 12(3), 6.


