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Tuning Protocol 
 

What is it? 
The Tuning Protocol is a process for gathering feedback on a plan or draft document in a 
professional and collegial way and using that feedback to enhance the idea or draft 
document.  

It was first developed by David Allen and Joseph McDonald for schools (in USA) to 
evaluate student assessment, but it has since been adapted to a range of contexts and 
purposes worldwide. 

McDonald has defined the Tuning Protocol in this way: “a teacher presents actual work 
before a group of thoughtful ‘critical friends’ in a structured, reflective discourse aimed at 
‘tuning’ the work to higher standards”. 

For more information about the Tuning Protocol and the research that supports its use, 
go to https://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/tuning.pdf (239 kB) 

For a You Tube showing a Tuning Protocol session in action go to: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OnI5MMLC5MA  
 

Why use it? 
Teachers and school leaders are generally time-poor — a structured process helps to 
keep the discussion focused.  

Teachers and school leaders are also generally not good at giving feedback to and 
receiving feedback from colleagues. The Tuning Protocol allows participants to give 
critical feedback without getting nasty and to receive critical feedback without getting 
defensive.  

Above all, the process provides a way for educators to work collaboratively. 

Method 
The Tuning Protocols works best in groups of four to 10 people.  

It requires about an hour, but it can be adapted to shorter time slots.  

Normally a group member is required to act as a facilitator to ensure the process runs 
smoothly, especially when participants are novices. All groups need a timekeeper.  

The times provided below are for a 60-minute session.  

 

 

 

 

https://schoolreforminitiative.org/doc/tuning.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OnI5MMLC5MA
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1. Introduce the Tuning Protocol concept — 5 minutes 

A facilitator briefly explains the tuning protocol process, perhaps aided 
by a handout. The group chooses a timekeeper and establishes time 
limits. 

2. Presentation — 15 minutes 

A presenter proposes a plan or draft document for the consideration of 
the group. Ideally copies should be provided for each group member. 
The presenter may pose particular questions he/she would like 
answered. Participants say nothing but take notes.  

3. Clarifying questions — 5 minutes 
Participants ask non-judgmental questions about the presentation, 
avoiding questions that could be perceived as critical. They should not 
provide feedback at this point. 

4. Individual writing — 5 minutes 
Participants write notes about the presentation. They should consider 
both strengths and areas for improvement. 

5. Participant discussion —15 minutes 

In turn, the participants present feedback on the proposed idea or draft. 
Comments are directed to the whole group, not to the presenter. The 
presenter does not participate in this discussion, but silently takes notes. 

Participants should both praise and criticise, offering a mix of ‘warm’ and 
‘cool’ feedback. The facilitator can help to ensure that comments are 
balanced. Without honest and thoughtful ‘cool’ comments, the group will 
not benefit from the tuning protocol experience.  

6. Presenter reflection — 10 minutes  

The presenter reflects aloud on the participants’ comments, considering 
the value of the feedback in further refining the idea or draft. The 
participants remain silent. 

7. Debriefing — 5 minutes 

First the presenter and then the participants discuss how well the 
protocol worked.  
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Adapting the Tuning protocol for the Implementing the English K–10 
Syllabus in primary classrooms course — for teachers 
 

1. Divide into groups of three. Each group chooses a facilitator/timekeeper to go first. 
 

2. Work through the following procedure over 20 minutes: 
 

5 minutes: One person in each group (not the facilitator/timekeeper) 
presents his or her outline for a unit of work. No speaking by those 
listening to the proposal. 
 
2 minutes: The other two group members ask any clarifying questions. 
 
3 minutes: The two respondents write notes for feedback, including both 
‘warm’ and ‘cool’ feedback. No talking during note-taking. 
 
5 minutes: In turn, the two respondents provide their feedback on the unit 
outline, ensuring a balance between ‘warm’ and ‘cool’ feedback.  
The presenter should take notes but not speak during this feedback. 
 
3 minutes: The presenter responds to the feedback, considering ways in 
which the unit might be further improved. 
 
2 minutes: The group discusses the effectiveness of the process. 

 
3. The person who was facilitator/timekeeper previously now becomes the presenter 

and the group works through the process outlined above (20 minutes). 
 

4. Finally, the third person presents his/her draft unit, with the person who presented 
first now taking on the role of facilitator/timekeeper (20 minutes). 

 
5. The whole session, working through the process three times, allowing each person 

to present and receive feedback, should take one hour. 
 
 
 

Note that the Tuning Protocol has been adapted to ensure that all participants 
receive feedback on their work in a timely way during the course of the 
workshop. It is highly recommended that participants continue this collaborative 
practice back at school, both for this work and for other plans or draft 
documents in the future. Where possible, use the protocol over a 45–60 minute 
time period and include more participants in the group to get a wider range of 
feedback. 

 


