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INTRODUCTION

T

he purpose of this book is to extend the reader’s practical knowledge of successful ways to anticipate and correct the many events that can go wrong in professional
gatherings—meetings, professional development sessions, PLC
deliberations, and the like. Teacher leaders, mentors, site administrators, curriculum coordinators, staff developers, and district
administrators will find the ideas here useful. While written with
educators in mind, the principles and ideas are fully applicable
in business, community organizations, and the military. We have
worked in each of these sectors.
Leaders of work groups and presenters will find the tools in
this book useful to help them manage learning environments, and
those who lead meetings in which the purpose is to plan, explore
ideas, assess programs, or make decisions will use these ideas
consistently. While our focus is on disruptive events—what goes
wrong in sessions—our mission is to create teamwork that fosters
success—to create lemonade. To be specific, success means getting work done efficiently, honestly, and with great integrity.
As our work world becomes more complex, social networks
denser, and the need for collaboration greater, meetings have
become commonplace. Anytime more than three people come
together to get something done we think of it as a meeting, and
1
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we believe that this collaborative work deserves purposeful
attention. We advocate that all participants share a responsibility for the effectiveness of these gatherings. Successful meetings
do not happen by accident. There are three common complaints
about meetings: (1) They waste our time, (2) we never get to real
issues either because participants often do not speak up or one
person dominates, and (3) disagreements and conflict render the
sessions not only unproductive but unsafe. This book is a practical tool kit for the facilitator who wishes to address these issues,
and more than this, any member of a group can make a difference
by practicing skills in this book. Our vision of effective meetings is that everyone is a facilitator. In fact, many of the communication strategies are effective across all the human domains
of interaction in which we could benefit by being open, honest,
and tactful. We believe that responsibility for successful meetings should be part of the expected work ethic—meetings are
serious business and everyone is responsible for making them
effective. The techniques outlined in this book are organized from
novice to expert, providing interventions for all kinds of meeting
snafus. While this is essentially a how-to book, we want to stress
the importance of personal wisdom—your own experiences and
reflections. We will use the term facilitator to describe the function of managing a meeting, no matter what name you might
give to this role in your organization. Over time, accomplished
facilitators learn just when to intervene with counterproductive
participants and events and develop finely tuned intervention
radar to know how to turn problems into learning opportunities.
Like turning lemons into lemonade, the accomplished facilitator
takes what is and improvises to create what existed before only
in the realm of possible.

Introduction

TO INTERCEDE IS TO LEAD
To intervene means to take action to change what is happening or
might happen to prevent counterproductive behaviors and increase
group productivity and learning. When we intercede, we intervene on behalf of another—in this case on behalf of the group.
The facilitator must always ask, “Is this intervention in the best
interest of the group?” However, we are also interceding on behalf
of individuals in that our interventions need to tactfully guide and
direct unproductive behavior to more productive channels. When
this is done skillfully, all save face and feel safe. For example,
when a group member begins to dominate the meeting, a facilitator might give the direction, “Turn to your neighbor and talk about
what other ideas would be important for the group to consider.
Be prepared to share.” Or a facilitator might say, “Let’s hear from
someone who hasn’t talked yet,” and wait until other hands go up.
Or a facilitator might say, “I notice that one person is doing most
of the talking. Earlier you agreed to balance participation. Take a
moment and talk with your neighbor about why you think this is
happening. Be prepared to share.”
This book encourages readers to participate vicariously. For
each intervention strategy we included, we asked ourselves,
“Have we done this?” or “Would we perform this particular intervention?” Readers are invited to stand on our shoulders and on
the shoulders of those we have learned from to accelerate their
successes and, we hope, shorten the trial-and-error part of the
learning sequence. There are no right answers in facilitation but
only approaches to challenges, and so there can be no guarantees;
however, this book offers multiple solutions to help facilitators
increase their intervention repertoires and chances for success.

3
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We intend to serve both those who are seeking to improve
their facilitation skills and those skilled facilitators who want to
extend their knowledge base about intervening when things go
wrong. Probably no single facilitator has used all of the intervention strategies described in this book, so at whatever level the
reader is, we anticipate there will opportunities to add to one’s
repertoire.

WHY READ THIS BOOK
“Meetings are as common as dirt and about as
popular.”
(Weisbord & Janoff, 2007, p. ix)
A major source of the low status of meetings, and sometimes other
public gatherings like in-service sessions, comes from disruptions
that are not effectively addressed. George Kieffer (1988), in his
book The Strategy of Meetings, says that meetings are essentially mobs in waiting. They are easily susceptible to passions
and manipulations. Time is wasted, goodwill is lost, and environments that should be productive sometimes become unsafe. This
book is about managing those unexpected occurrences that crop
up when groups of people work together, and using these events
to build group cohesion, productivity, and learning. The facilitator’s most important job is to develop the group’s resources while
learning the craft of facilitating and adding intervention strategies. Interventions take on added power when facilitators learn to
use strategies in ways to help groups work smarter. In short, this
book is about how powerful interventions from a skilled leader

Introduction

can cement a group’s commitment to improved work that produces better results.
Groups are harder to manage than individuals. Many minds
mean many perspectives, and in the worst of cases, groups will
exhibit dysfunctional tendencies like the law of triviality and avoidance, spending maximum time on matters of least importance—
putting disproportionate weight on trivial issues. Ironically, when
topics are safe, everyone has an opinion and groups tend to speak
up, becoming verbose. However, when a nontrivial issue comes up,
the group may become silent. So simply forming a group does not
mean that members are skilled in functioning together. Groups are
complex, nuanced entities requiring skilled leadership and collective knowledge of how best to work. From PLCs, to departments,
to staff meetings, to advisory groups, forming a group is but a
first step toward collective goals. Often in these settings problems
arise from well intentioned but unskilled people. From Lemons to
Lemonade will aid in resurrecting the positive energy and goodwill
that should pervade group settings. Readers will be able to anticipate and prevent problems before they occur and gain confidence
in addressing those that still sneak in the door. Time will be used
more effectively. Greater senses of positivity will prevail. Groups
will gain faith in their power to make a difference in their work.
Like Unlocking Group Potential to Improve Schools (Garmston
with von Frank, 2012), this is a field guide inspired by more than
40 years of working with groups. While working on Unlocking
Group Potential, Bob talked with leaders about common problems
they encountered with groups. Out of that and our own experiences
grew the exhaustive list of issues contained in this book.
In addition, accomplished facilitators learn that while they are
in charge of process, they also are serving the group—and must

5
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trust the group’s wisdom about itself. When any of the strategies
in this book are used primarily to control a decision or to drive
content in a particular direction, groups will sense the difference
and distrust the process and the facilitator. Accomplished facilitators are sensitive to their personal beliefs as well as the group’s
needs. Chapter 2 describes how to take care of yourself first and
then take care of others.
The book is organized into three introductory chapters and
four how-to chapters.
To build a repertoire of interventions, read cover-to-cover.
Some readers, however, may want to go directly to one section
to learn a few intervention strategies, and so the problem locator
in Figure I.1 may help to identify chapters relevant to specific
situations.
Time, experience, strategies, mental rehearsal, and reflection contribute to the facilitator’s ability to develop critical
premises about intervening. A skilled facilitator knows the
relationship is with the group, not the individual. That understanding helps those leading groups to have the backbone to
assertively intervene without sacrificing the group to keep one
member happy.
As you take time to understand and learn more about the art
of direct intervention, you will be able to see how treating each
group member with dignity and respect enables interventions to
succeed. The latter four chapters are organized for increasingly
direct interventions that may, in some cases, even be uncomfortably assertive.
The learning of all complex behaviors requires time, patience,
practice, and reflection. Stay the journey—and celebrate each
success.
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