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Connections

The Connections protocol is adapted from the original, which was developed by Gene 
Thompson-Grove (n.d.). Just because educators physically arrive at a gathering doesn’t mean 
they are emotionally or mentally ready for engagement. The Connections protocol gives 
educators time and space to ready their minds and hearts for the agenda and the people 
who are also there. Connections is best for groups that meet continually—not for a one-
time gathering.

Purpose
Participants aim to provide a space for adults to mentally enter into a meeting or gathering.

Group Size
Generally, groups of three or more are ideal; the larger the group, the more time necessary.

Sequence
1. Explain the purpose of Connections.

Language You Can Borrow: Congratulations on your body making it here today! 
However, this does not necessarily mean the rest of you has made it yet! Connections is a 
process that acknowledges the difficulties and complexities of being an adult. Connections 
is a space, a period of time, where group members can get their heads, hearts, and minds 
ready to interact with one another and the outcomes of this meeting.

2. Tell participants that Connections, like all protocols, has some constraints to increase 
its effectiveness. Then read out the rules.

a. Speak if you want to speak.

b. Don’t speak if you don’t want to. There is not a predictable order.

c. Please speak only once until others have had a chance.

d. Finally, perhaps the most important constraint of all, please do not respond to 
what others say in Connections. This is not a time to engage in conversation.

3. Say, “Connections is open” and let participants know how long Connections will last. 
See the notes at the end of this protocol for ideas about timing.

4. When one to two minutes are left, let the group know the time is waning. If anyone 
hasn’t spoken, announce that this space could be for them.

5. Announce, “Connections is closed.”

6. In this optional step, debrief the process. (Five minutes)
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Notes
• In some groups where we use Connections and the educators in the group are 

in leadership positions, I sometimes place Connections in a category of meeting 
openers. I might begin by saying, “What methods or ways have you seen adults use 
to gather attention and begin meetings?” Some responses I’ve heard to this question 
include clapping routines, rhythmic chants, using a big, loud voice, and flicking the 
lights off and on. I then tell them, “These methods are often used with students, 
and that experience is simply transferred to adults without pondering the effects of 
that transfer.”

• The fourth rule of Connections can be the most foreign for educators. I often use a 
metaphor to help, saying, “Imagine a beautiful vase is sitting in the middle of our 
group (or table). If someone speaks during Connections, their words go into the vase, 
and no one’s arms are long enough to pull those words out and comment on them. 
Connections is one-way communication.”

Language You Can Borrow: Rarely do educators have the license to integrate their 
personal and professional lives. It is common to over-prompt educators by giving 
them a theme, a topic, or a quote on which to react. Because this experience feels 
unfamiliar, I often give some examples when setting up Connections for the first time. 
Why might you speak during Connections? Perhaps you have something you want the group 
to know about, but you aren’t interested in a long conversation about it. Maybe you have 
a celebration; however, you don’t want to share it multiple times with multiple people. You 
could have something weighing on your mind today, and it might affect your participation. 
It might be helpful to share that information with others—with the agreement that others 
won’t comment. Finally, maybe there is information others need to know but may not be 
germane to the content or agenda of this meeting—you could use Connections to give that 
information.

• The original version of Connections (Thompson-Grove, n.d.) was developed as part of 
the initial work in developing discussion protocols at Brown University through the 
Annenberg Institute for School Reform. In that decade, it was rare for schools to have 
job-embedded teacher collaboration. These protocols were often used in after-school 
settings or days away from student responsibilities. Thus, the times that the original 
recommends often need modification in today’s contexts where Connections is often 
used. Three criteria can be helpful when deciding how long to convene Connections.

a. The size of the group: A larger group would naturally need more time 
because it requires the facilitator to create more space to accommodate more 
potential voices.

b. The duration of the meeting: If a kindergarten team wants to use Connections 
at the beginning of its collaborative planning time, it needs to consider the forty-
five minutes the schedule allots (which doesn’t accommodate for the teachers 
walking their students to special area classes, walking back to pick them up, the 
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inevitable emergency that happens on the way, their own biological needs, and so 
on—the actual time they get to plan is probably closer to thirty-five minutes on 
a good day). Taking two to three minutes for Connections can still be helpful to 
individuals and the group’s effectiveness.

c. The amount of time since they last used Connections: If a group uses 
Connections weekly, it will need less time than a team that meets monthly.

• Sometimes it is helpful to debrief Connections, but usually not. Debriefing 
Connections can inadvertently encourage participants to comment on another 
participant’s content. If an individual or group had difficulty staying true to the rules 
of Connections, I might choose to debrief that day, rather than inserting myself during 
the protocol itself.

Application Examples
• As a principal, Art knows it is important to give a few moments for people to blow off 

steam. He used to have a few minutes at the beginning of his administrator meeting 
where individuals could complain, getting things off their chests. There was a timer 
to quarantine that time, then they would move on. However, he has seen how the 
negative energy from the complaints (some offered by him, too) tends to permeate the 
meeting. Connections is a viable and more productive alternative.

• Amanda has used responsive classroom approaches with her elementary students for 
many years. Her students now look forward to Connections every Friday. Several 
students have volunteered to facilitate Connections, and these student leaders are 
quick to make sure their friends stay true to the rules.

Reference
Thompson-Grove, G. (n.d.a). Connections. Accessed at www.schoolreforminitiative.org 

/download/connections/ on August 20, 2020.


