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1

Set the Stage

Miranda parked her car in one of the last slots available, grabbed her purse
and notebook, and ran into the building. The workshop was slated to begin
at 9:00 a.m. It was now 9:01. Miranda hurried down the hallway to the mul-
tipurpose room and stopped in the doorway. There was music playing, and
everyone was standing and walking around the center of the room. Someone
met her at the door and pointed to an empty chair along the wall. All the
chairs were lined against three walls—and there were no tables in the room.
Miranda put her purse and notebook on the empty chair and went to find
a partner. By that time, everyone was pretty well paired up, and the work-
shop facilitator, who was standing on a two-step stool of some sort, stopped
the music, raised his hand, and said, “Pause; look this way, please!” Miranda
had partnered with a high school teacher whom she knew, and they both
turned to face the facilitator.

We are creatures of habit, and this applies to teachers as much as
anyone else on the planet. Mention the word seminar or workshop

to the average teacher, and her mind may well trigger images of a
large wooden lectern with a microphone, a reading lamp, and a pre-
senter all attached to it. This mental image may also include educa-
tors sitting at tables or desks, in passive mode, ready—given the
slightest chance—to go to a better place in their minds. Educators
enter the room with these images firmly locked in their minds because,
over the years, they have become used to sitting, listening (or pre-
tending to listen), watching an electronic slide presentation (or
watching the presenter read slide after slide), and silently willing the
hands on the wall clock to move more quickly. They expect what they
expect, and they prepare for it in advance.
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Figure 5.1  

Directions for Paired Verbal Fluency (PVF) 
Note: Give the directions one at a time.

Direction: “Stand up, and find a partner other than someone at your table.”

Direction: “Decide who will be Partner A and who will be Partner B.”

Direction: “A, raise your hand;” and, “B, raise your hand.” Then, “Hands down!”

Direction: “Our topic for discussion is _________. A, when I say, ʻGo!,ʼ Iʼll give you
60 seconds to talk about the topic. Now B, while A is talking, listen carefully. When I say,
ʻSwitch!,ʼ” B will begin talking about this same topic with a twist. B may not repeat anything
A said during his 60 seconds of fame.”

Direction: “Look at the board once again to see the topic.”

Direction: “A, you are on . . . Go!”

Partner A speaks directly to Partner B for 60 seconds on the chosen topic.

Direction: After 60 seconds, the teacher says, “Switch!”

On the same topic, Partner B takes over for 60 seconds, without repeating what A said.

Direction: After 60 seconds, the teacher says, “Stop! Look this way.”

Direction: “Well done. Thank your partner for sharing. On to the next step.”

Direction: “This time, B will go first. As you think about the two-minute conversation
you and A had a few moments ago, were there some things left undiscussed,
something important left out? When I say ʻGo!ʼ youʼll have 30 seconds to add
whatever you think has yet to be discussed as it relates to the topic. When I say,
ʻSwitch!,ʼ A will have another 30 seconds to add whatever he thinks has not been
disclosed about the topic.

Direction: “B, you are on . . . Go!”

On the same topic, Partner B goes first and adds whatever she thinks might have been left
out of the initial conversation.

Direction: After 30 seconds, the teacher says, “Switch!”

On the same topic, Partner A adds information he thinks was left unsaid so far in the
conversation.

Direction: After 30 seconds, the teacher says, “Stop! Look this way.”

Direction: “One final task, and A will go first. When I say, ʻGo!,ʼ A will summarize in
20 seconds or so some of the most important points made by both of you during the
conversation. When I say, ʻSwitch!,ʼ B will have the opportunity to summarize any points
not made by A in a final 20 seconds. Questions?”

Direction: “A, you are on . . . Go!”
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they who are engaged in the conversations. The strategies are pro -
cesses that are managed by the workshop facilitator.

Think-Write-Pair-Share

One of the most comprehensive and powerful interactive strategies in
the process facilitator’s tool kit is Think-Pair-Share or, if one adds a
step, Think-Write-Pair-Share. Lipton and Wellman (2000) credit Frank
Lyman of the University of Maryland with developing the strategy,
and I have had great success with this over the years. Let’s take it step
by step, and remember: It does not matter what the content is; this is
a wonderfully flexible tool.

Think-Write-Pair-Share

Before asking workshop participants to share something, it is best to give
them time to think about the question or topic. This is common sense,
and we need to get into the habit of slowing down enough in classrooms
so that people can concentrate on what they want to say. Rowe (1986)
cites research that encourages and defines adequate wait time. She con-
cludes that “the quality of discourse can be markedly improved by
increasing to three seconds or longer the average wait times . . . after a
question and after a response” (p. 48). Participants who get the idea that
the questions asked by workshop facilitators are going to be asked—and
answered—quickly, may simply punch out on those occasions and wait
for someone who processes quickly to provide a response.

This is true in schools as well—and at every grade level. Over the
course of several weeks in many classrooms, students discover that
the same students seem to get their hands in the air quickly; as a
result, Eddie can simply go to a better place in his mind and let the
teacher’s “fan club” do the work. If a teacher (or a workshop facilita-
tor, working with adult educators) is going to shift the workload to
everyone in the class, not just a self-selecting few, then it helps if ade-
quate wait time is provided—3 to 5 seconds.

The question, if it is a question, should be open ended; it should
not be one with a single, “correct” answer. If the workshop facilitator
is conducting a social studies workshop, a great question might be the
following: “Think about what it must have been like for Confederate
troops, under General Robert E. Lee, to wake up in the rain on July 4,
1863, and realize as they had done the evening before, that the battle at
Gettysburg had resulted in disaster. Think about their mood and con-
versation as they broke down their tents, if they had them, and began

73Facilitate Structured Conversations
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If a screen is not necessary, or if it is both necessary and portable, a
large room can be set up as it is in the above graphic. This puts the

facilitator much closer to the participants. Notice the “wings” to
either side; as the space between the center rows and these outside
rows widens, it creates more space for participants to move, meet,
and talk. If possible, as you see here, keep the number of seats in a sin-
gle horizontal row down to four or six. This makes it easy for partic-
ipants to stand and move quickly to the open spaces. Also, if there is
an even number of chairs in each horizontal row (as is the case here),
it makes it easy to say, “Turn to your partner and . . .” during the
workshop. In this room setup, it is obvious who the partners are.
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Figure 3.7

LARGE ROOM (FACILITATING FROM
SIDE)—CHAIRS ONLY

Created by Monique Corridori

Large-Room Arrangement (Active)
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