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Facilitation Strategies

Overview  - The following presents a variety of small group facilitation strategies, best used with groups of 5 to 12. These can be modified for larger groups.   Strategies include:
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Open Discussion with Flip Chart Recording
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Open Discussion with Story Board Recording* 
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Round Robin Discussion with Flip Chart Recording
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Merger Method Using Flip Charts with Post-Its 
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Merger Method with Story Board Recording*
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Dialogue Method (modified)
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Guided Discussion
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Facilitation Kit
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The following activities can be adapted for larger groups by breaking the large group into small groups and having the small groups each use the processes described herein as tasks that individuals would carry out.  The times suggested within each activity are approximate and should be adjusted as needed for each group based on group size and the issues being discussed.  

Note:  A “Story Board” is something on which to post standard note cards (preferably 5” x 8 “) and move them around to group similar ideas, to develop a work plan with columns for what, who and when, etc. You can create a story board with paper or inexpensive plastic table cloth and temporary spray adhesive (available at office supply stores).  Tape flip chart paper (or plastic cloth) to the wall, usually several sheets to create a large work surface.  Then, spray the paper/cloth all over with temporary spray adhesive to make the paper/cloth sticky (it feels like a post-it).  This makes it possible to “stick” standard note cards to the paper/cloth and, because it is temporary adhesive, you can move cards around on the paper/cloth.   Be careful not to get permanent adhesive. 
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Open Discussion with Flip Chart Recording
1.
Identify question(s) to which you want the group to respond.

2.
Appoint a facilitator, a recorder and a time keeper.

3.
The facilitator reviews the question, giving participants a minute to collect their thoughts.   Participants are encouraged to write their thoughts down on scrap paper.

4.
He/she then asks for responses.  As people respond, the facilitator summarizes/synthesizes what people are saying.  The facilitator makes an effort to see that as many people as possible have a chance to be heard.  

5.
The recorder notes facilitator summaries on a flip chart.  If there are multiple questions, the recorder notes responses under the appropriate question header (e.g. if the group is brainstorming [a] advantages and disadvantages, [b] strengths and weaknesses, [c] action steps, persons responsible and timelines, etc.)  If there are multiple questions of this nature, it is suggested that these listings be done in column form on the flip chart.

6.
Approximate time for this activity: 10 to 20 minutes (depending on size of group and the number of questions asked).

Open Discussion with Story Board Recording 
1.
Identify question(s) to which you want the group to respond.

2.
Appoint a facilitator, a recorder and a time keeper.

3.
The facilitator reviews the question(s), giving participants a minute to collect their thoughts.  Participants are encouraged to write their thoughts down on scrap paper.

4.
He/she then asks for responses.  As people respond, the facilitator summarizes/synthesizes what people are saying.  The facilitator makes an effort to see that as many people as possible have a chance to be heard.  

5.
The recorder notes facilitator summaries on note cards, one response per note card, and posts these cards on the story board.  If there are multiple questions, the recorder posts the note cards under the appropriate question header card(e.g. if the group is brainstorming [a] advantages and disadvantages, [b] strengths and weaknesses, [c] action steps, persons responsible and timelines, etc.)  If there are multiple questions of this nature, it is suggested that these listings be done in column form on the story board.  

6.
Approximate time for this activity: 10 to 20 minutes (depending on size of group and the number of questions asked).
Round Robin Discussion with Flip Chart Recording
1.
Identify question(s) to which you want the group to respond.
2.
Appoint a facilitator, a time keeper and a recorder.

3.
Ask each participant to respond to the question by writing down on a piece of paper 3 to 5 responses (they can do more or less than this but this will give them a goal).  Give them a few minutes to complete the assignment.

4.
The facilitator will start with the person on his/her right and ask that person to share one response.  As the response is given, the recorder will write it on the flip chart.  The facilitator will then ask the next person to share one response and so forth until each person has had a chance to share one response.  If a turn comes to a person whose responses have all been shared by others, then that person passes.  Once you have been around all persons one time, the facilitator then asks the entire group to share any remaining responses.  If time is limited, you can eliminate this step.  

5.
The facilitator summarizes briefly the main points generated by the group.  

6.
Approximate time for this activity: 10 to 15 minutes (depending on size of group).

Merger Method Using Flip Charts with Post-Its 
1.
Identify question(s) to which you want the group to respond.

2.
Appoint a facilitator, a recorder and a time keeper.

3.
Ask each participant to respond to the question by printing responses on the post-its with a magic marker (one post-it per response).  Ask them to target 3 to 5 (they can do more or less than this but this will give them a goal).

4.
Give them 3 minutes to complete the assignment.  When they have completed the assignment, have them stick the post-its on the flip chart.

5.
The facilitator reviews the post-its on the flip chart, moving post-its with similar responses to group them together.  At this point, the purpose is to review and understand all of the post-its, not necessarily to agree or disagree with them.  Therefore, discussion (if any) should be limited to clarifying what people wrote on the post-its.  This should take approximately 10 minutes.

6.
Once ideas are grouped, the facilitator summarizes each grouping, confirming with participants and having the recorder write this summary on a post-it(s) and posting on the flip chart as a “header” for the grouping.   This should take approximately 10 minutes.
Merger Method with Story Board Recording
1.
Identify question(s) to which you want the group to respond.
2.
Appoint a facilitator, a recorder and a time keeper.

3.
Ask each participant to respond to the question by printing responses on note cards with a magic marker (one card per response).  Ask them to target 3 to 5 (they can do more or less than this but this will give them a goal).

4.
Give them 3 minutes to complete the assignment.  When they have completed the assignment, have them post the cards on the story board using push pins.

5.
The facilitator reviews the cards on the story board, moving cards with similar responses to group them together.  At this point, the purpose is to review and understand all of the cards, not necessarily to agree or disagree with them.  Therefore, discussion (if any) should be limited to clarifying what people wrote on the cards.  This should take approximately 10 minutes.

6.
Once ideas are grouped, the facilitator summarizes each grouping, confirming with participants and having the recorder write on a note card(s) the summarized priority issue to be addressed.  These summary cards become the “header” cards for each grouping.


Alternate methods:  


a.
As participants post their cards on the story board (or post-its on the flip chart), ask them to post their cards next to the cards of others where there are similar ideas expressed.  Then the facilitator reviews these groupings, getting group input for further refinement of groupings as needed.


b.
Ask each participant to give you his/her two favorite cards (or 
post-its).  Post those cards, creating groupings of similar ideas/cards as you go.  Ask participants if they are holding any cards that could be placed with any of these groupings.  If so, post/group these cards accordingly.  Call for any remaining cards, creating new groups as needed (or deciding to merge with existing groups if appropriate).  

Dialogue Method (modified)
1.
Identify question(s) to which you want the group to respond.
2.
Appoint a facilitator, a recorder and a time keeper.  The recorder writes the question(s) on the flip chart and records responses in step 7 below as common ground/shared meaning is reached.

3.
Each team member takes a minute to collect his/her thoughts (encouraged to jot ideas down on paper). (1-3 minutes)

4.
A volunteer team member shares his/her response to the question.  (3-5 minutes)

5.
Other team members are told they may ask questions of the first team member.  No other kinds of comments can be made...only questions.  Questions are intended purely to “seek to understand” and are NOT meant to “question the wisdom” of the comment or in any way to be critical.  In short, they are intended to help us learn to listen.  (3-5 minutes)

6.
The process is repeated until all members have shared.  (15-30 minutes)

7.
The facilitator leads the group in an open discussion to respond to the question, “what were common elements we heard shared across all of these individual responses?” We are not trying to get everyone to agree with each other.  Rather, we are trying to find common ground or shared meaning/understandings across the group (5-10 minutes)

8.
Facilitator reviews the statement(s) of common ground/shared meaning.  


(5 minutes)

Guided Discussion
1.
Identify questions to which you want the group to respond.  In guided discussion this is critical, because you are wanting to have the group engage in 4 elements or types of thinking/discussion through the types of questions you ask:  (1) objective - fact gathering, (2) reflective - evaluating, sharing feelings and associating, (3) interpretive - analyzing implications, values, and purposes, and (4) decisive - making decisions.  Guided discussion may  be restricted to a listing of 4 questions as shown in the example below.  However, it should not be seen as being restricted as 4 types of questions but rather 4 elements of thinking/discussion you want the group to experience.  In fact, you may ask multiple questions and have multiple activities around any or all of the 4 elements within one meeting or over multiple meetings.

2.
Appoint a recorder who will record on some medium (e.g. story board or flip chart - at facilitator discretion).  Appoint a time keeper. (3 min.).

3.
Participants collect their thoughts, being encouraged to jot notes.  (5 min.).

4.
Facilitator leads an open discussion of the 4 questions (or sets of questions), structuring time so that all questions are answered (in this example, 30 to 45 min.).   Note:  you could use processes other than open discussion to elicit responses, e.g. round robin discussion, merger method, dialogue, etc.


Guided Discussion Questions:


Objective Question(s) to gather facts:  For example, to what extent are children being served in least restrictive/natural environments?  What policies and training and TA supports are currently in place?  What feedback are we getting from state level entities, local agencies and families on this issue?  


Reflective Question(s) to share feelings/reactions/previous experiences related to this or a similar issue:  For example, what are the strengths and weaknesses of services currently being provided at the local level, from the state? Based on previous experiences have you had related to this topic, what are your hopes and concerns about how we move forward? 


Interpretive Question(s) to think through implications:  For example, how would we like to see things changed?  What are options for responding to current needs, including the pros and cons of each option?


Decisive Question(s) to lead to decisions about next steps:  For example, given the facts and options identified above, which ones would you actually like to pursue over the coming year (or two)?  What will be our plan for doing so?

5. Facilitator gives summarizes major points (5 min.).

Facilitation Tool Kit

Facilitation kits of common meeting supplies are helpful to develop...to have on hand and ready to go.   Suggestions for the kit “container” include a plastic file box with handle, large plastic bag, or canvas tote bag.  Helpful supplies are:

1. water color (won’t bleed through your paper) of magic markers - mixed colors

2. note cards - multiple colors: white, green, blue, yellow, pink - generally 4” x 6” or 5” x 8”

3. post-its, generally 4” x 6”

4. scotch tape

5. masking tape

6. travel alarm clock

7. kitchen timer OR, if you  can afford it, Teach Timer, Stokes Publishing Co., 1292 Reamwood Avenue, Sunnyvale, CA 94089, 408/541-9145 (approx. $51).

8. scissors

9. small stapler - OPTIONAL

10. permanent (won’t smudge) transparency markers (multiple colors)

11. transparencies - OPTIONAL

12. package of rubber bands

13. package of dots (multiple colors) to use for prioritizing

14. 3M Spray Mount Artist's Temporary Adhesive (there are other brands)

15. large light piece of plastic such as a plastic table cloth or large shower curtain.

16. roll of blue painters’ tape 

17. Other resources - There are MANY good sources for professional development and related resources.  Examples are:


Hayden, P., Frederick, L., & Smith, B.J. (2002) A road map for facilitating collaborative teams. Longmont, CO: Sopris West.


Professional Organization - National Staff Development Council, 1/800/727-7288, www.nsdc.org - Excellent conference, periodicals and catalogue of good resources on facilitation, professional development, leadership, etc.


Resource Materials - Pfeiffer and Company, 1/800/274-4434 for their catalogue of good resources on facilitation, teaming, leadership, etc.

