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The Change Activity

I honestly cannot remember when I first experienced The Change Activity (School Reform 
Initiative, n.d.) protocol. As a facilitator, I have found the process extremely useful in small 
and large groups. My adaptation is presented here. Change is certainly something educators 
frequently experience, but they do not often contemplate the impact of change nor what 
elements are helpful in creating positive change that lasts. The Change Activity protocol 
creates a playful space from which emerges very meaningful learning about change, its levers, 
and our personal reactions.

Purpose
Participants aim to reflect on the contextual factors that impact sustainable change.

Group Size
Any size works for this protocol.

Sequence
1. Ask participants to find a partner in the room (perhaps someone they haven’t talked to 

recently). With their partners, everyone discusses a brand-new topic—something they 
have never discussed with each other before. (Three minutes)

2. At the close of those three minutes, invite participants to thank their partners, then 
turn away so they aren’t looking at each other. Their backs don’t need to touch.

3. Ask participants to physically change five things about their appearance as compared 
to how they looked when they were having their partner conversation, such as tucking 
hair behind an ear or unbuttoning one button on a shirt (One to two minutes)

4. Ask participants to face each other and take turns identifying the changes. (Four to 
five minutes)

5. Once partners have completed their identifications, invite them to sit down.

6. Conduct a whole-group reflection with the following questions. (Less than 
ten minutes)

a. How was that?

b. What did you notice? What didn’t you notice?

c. What methods did you use to make the changes?

d. Consider what you were unwilling to change. What might that mean?

e. Give a signal if you changed all five items back. Why did you do so? What may 
have made it more acceptable to sustain changes? How can we support colleagues 
making changes?
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7. Debrief the process. (Five minutes)

Notes
• Step 1 is not critical to the later steps. It is simply a way to create partnerships and a 

feeling of connection by having pairs really listen to each other prior to changing.

• If participants have difficulty with step 3, saying this might prove helpful, “It looks 
like individuals are starting to make some changes. As long as you don’t look at 
your partner, you can look around and gather ideas about what to change. Don’t 
forget what you have changed; your goal is to change five things.” If a facilitator sees 
someone not changing anything, moving to that person and quietly asking about what 
the person might change next usually helps.

• Collaboration sometimes feels like going through the security line at the airport—
feeling discombobulated. Fast fact: the Milwaukee airport has a fun sign after 
proceeding through the security line that reads: “Recombobulation Area!” Imagine if 
educators’ collaborative time felt more recombobulative.

• The methods question in the reflection (step 6) is important. The goal here is to not 
talk about the actual changes (for example, took off my wedding ring) but instead 
what category that might be (for example, removing). Some possible answers include 
the following: adding items, removing them, altering how something looks, altering 
the location, and switching with others. After each one, consider taking a quick poll 
with a show of hands to see which methods categories were most popular. With most 
groups, the category participants use least is adding. Imagine, educators not wanting 
to add anything to their plates!

• If there’s enough time, it can be valuable to explore participants’ emotions during the 
experience. In a school where the leadership was tightly monitoring a specific initiative 
through observations, we discussed what it felt like to have made changes and have no 
one notice. The adults didn’t need praise or a jeans pass—they just wanted the honest 
truth and to know that someone had seen their change.

• The heart of the reflection questions is step 6e. In most groups, almost 100 percent 
of participants change everything back. Besides some of the most common answers 
to why items were changed back (for example, habit, comfort, don’t like change, or 
losing something valuable), other interesting reasons can emerge, such as participants 
not knowing the purpose of the exercise, so therefore immediately changing everything 
back. Safety issues are another interesting reason (a participant switched the shoes 
on her feet). A particular compelling reason that may emerge is the relationship 
a participant may have with the facilitator—it can affect the vulnerability and 
sustainability of the changes. Or, some might say that since the facilitator didn’t tell 
them to sustain the changes, they didn’t. These reasons lead the group into what it may 
take during the next change (because change is inevitable in education) to strategically 
plan for sustainability.
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Application Example
• Rob has been leading the strategic plan development around teaching and learning. 

The principals were involved at the beginning of the process, but a smaller team has 
been working behind the scenes on the details. Before he reveals the new plan (they 
were planning to use a text-based discussion to explore it), The Change Activity 
provides a platform to talk about how to sustain some of the current initiatives that are 
working while also thinking clearly about how to articulate expectations for some of 
the new work to come.
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