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The Final Word

Jennifer Fischer-Mueller and Gene Thompson-Grove (n.d.) developed The Final Word 
protocol, and I adapted it to its present form. The Final Word protocol gives some much-
needed structure to get in groups and discuss the text you read moments. Each participant 
will have one round dedicated to a segment of the text he or she found important. It is 
important to choose The Final Word strategically, ensuring the text is provocative enough for 
participants’ responses in each round to be a value-add to a speaker. Texts where participants 
nod at each other in agreement are not a good choice for this discussion protocol.

Purpose
Participants aim to gain a deeper understanding of a text or a perspective.

Group Size
Generally, groups of four or more are ideal; divide any larger group into triads or quads. The 
larger the individual group sizes, the longer the total time.

Sequence
1. Either prior to the meeting or during the session, individuals read the assigned text, 

identifying two most significant ideas. (Less than ten minutes)

2. In each triad or quad, one person will begin, identifying one of their chosen significant 
text excerpts and talking about the choice. The following questions may help. 
(Three minutes)

a. Why does the quote strike you?

b. Why do you agree or disagree with the quote?

c. What questions or issues does this quote raise?

3. In preparation for the next step, offer quiet time for the next speakers to plan their 
response. (Thirty seconds)

4. The listeners in the previous step now each have a chance to individually respond to 
what the speaker said. Each listener may choose one or more of the following to focus 
a response. (One minute per person)

a. To expand on the speaker’s thinking about the quote and the issues raised 
by the quote

b. To provide a different look at the quote

c. To clarify the speaker’s thinking about the quote

d. To question the speaker’s assumptions about the quote and the issues raised
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5. Upon hearing each person in the group respond to their initial thinking, the speaker 
now has the final word. (One minute)

a. What are you thinking?

b. What are your reactions to what you heard?

6. Repeat steps 2–5 with a new speaker in each group. If group members had the 
same significant idea as a previous speaker, they might speak about their second 
significant idea.

7. Debrief the process.

Notes
• Educators are often conditioned to agree with one another, particularly when reading 

professional texts. Although curriculum standards often ask teachers to provoke their 
students to identify their biases and assumptions, educators seem to have difficulty 
engaging in that same behavior with one another. The prompts in steps 2–5 are helpful 
for clarifying expectations. Having them posted on a chart or a presentation slide can 
be the difference between a sleepy nod-fest and real learning.

• Step 3 is an addition to the original protocol. Some participants find that having a 
protected space to plan what they are going to say frees up their minds to listen better.

• The times on The Final Word protocol are designed to be tight. The first speaker has 
three minutes, just like each speaker later has one more minute. For group members 
who may not know this protocol, it will be important for the facilitator to talk about 
the silence that may emerge—and that silence can be thought filled. It is rare indeed 
when our colleagues wait for our thinking, not rushing us before we might be ready.

Application Examples
• Kacey loves her ELA team, but she knows the members are sometimes a bit much. 

When they try to have data conversations using a discussion protocol, they never 
seem to follow the expectations, and she has trouble redirecting them. Since they all 
love reading so much, Kacey is going to use The Final Word to discuss a text about 
teaching argumentative writing, the next instructional unit. She hopes this process 
will yield important learning about teaching argumentative writing as well as some 
collaborative discipline.

• As Lauri plans for her next professional development session with central office 
directors, she is considering the last round of feedback from school-based leaders. 
These directors, experts in their field, tend to give advice as their first response to a 
query from a school. Lauri is using The Final Word on a text about coaching, hoping 
to also help the directors see how the responses (step 4) in the discussion protocol can 
be extremely valuable without telling someone what to do.
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