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Good morning, and welcome to all three hundred and seventy-five of us, hailing from thirty-one states, from Maine to Hawaii.

For those of you who know me well, you know I would much rather be facilitating a student work session, or sitting in a school at a conference table, puzzling with people about how to do this work in principled ways - with rigor, and in depth.

First, I want to say - out loud - that I love this work, and I am in awe of those of you who do it. I believe that our work together - if done honestly, done with integrity, and done with humility - holds the potential to help us successfully reach all of our students. It is the one reform initiative, in my experience, that makes any sense, because it is rooted in a belief that the learning of students - of ALL students - is what makes our relationship to each other, significant. And it is one of the few reform efforts that truly empowers teachers to be the authors of their own learning, that gives them the capacity to assume leadership around issues that really matter in their schools and districts.

Like you, I am in a CFG, and I coach a CFG. I have done so since 1995, when we started NSRF. I do this work myself because it focuses me squarely on children and their learning, and allows me to be part of a collective commitment to children. The processes and protocols we use enable authentic talk, and because CFGs make the work of everyone in the group public, it means we have to be accountable to each other. I do this work myself because my CFG constantly reminds me that the work of educating all students doesn't have to be done alone - indeed, can't effectively be done alone - and that neither we, nor our students, should be anonymous. CFGs are a real life manifestation of the belief that the obstacles and challenges we encounter should not be private, and should not be ours to carry by ourselves.

We are going against a tide of voices that maintain that teachers just don't know what to do - that we need scripts and standards written by people who don't live in our communities and who don't know our children - that we need to be dictated to by outside experts.

In NSRF, we believe that there is an enormous amount of untapped expertise in schools - that teachers, kept isolated from each other by structures and strong cultural norms, need and deserve access to the time and the processes that will help them to learn with and from each other. We know that when we are really effective, we are smarter together. We also know that it is incumbent upon us to be aware of the times we need more than what is at that table - and in those moments - that we identify the outside resources our students need us to consider. In CFGs, we learn to use our professional judgment - not in isolation from others - but challenged by the perspectives and feedback of colleagues - colleagues who both support us, and hold us accountable.

We are going against the tide of governmental and other policy organizations that pretend there is one right answer and one quick fix - that issues in education can be reduced to one solution, can be fixed by one-size-fits-all legislation. We know better. Faced with standardization - we willingly embrace, grapple with, and hold the messiness, ambiguity, and questions that arise when the human dynamic is involved. In NSRF, we maintain that it is our duty to push back against simplified, and, in actuality, discriminatory solutions - solutions which continue to sort individuals by race, social class, and geography under the pretense of accountability.

Indeed, we are going against the tide - and the norms - of our own profession - norms that implicitly communicate that by the end of our second year of teaching, we should stop asking for help, and should at least pretend that we know everything we need to know. That we shouldn't publicly admit our frustrations or our shortcomings. That we should keep our heads down and ignore the teacher down the hall whom everyone knows is not doing right by her students. That we should shut our doors and keep our own practice and the work our students do private, between them and us. That we should keep our successes to ourselves, for fear of being seen as a braggart. That we should spend all of our time with students, and none of our time with adults, learning with each other. That we cannot possibly reach all of our students - that, in fact, we should expect to lose some of them - and furthermore, that we should hold, and privately mourn, all those we have lost along the way.

In schools with CFGs, we are about establishing new norms for our work as educators. We learn that we don't have to be right, that it is OK to not know everything all the time, that it is not how we look that is important, but how our students look, that when we say we need to be lifelong learners, we mean it. We also learn that it is not OK to pretend that we are reaching all children when we are not. We learn that being a professional means bringing our toughest challenges to others for feedback and help. We embrace the fact that if students aren't learning - then we must look at ourselves - with others - and not simply wish we had different kids. We make it a habit to unearth our assumptions - our assumptions about our students and their families, our assumptions about our colleagues and ourselves, our assumptions about the achievement gap and what constitutes a meaningful education - and to examine them with others - because we know, in Carl Glickman's words, that the most effective schools have adults in them who are the least satisfied with their practice.

All of this is, of course, hard work. It means we must, at times, slow down, and be reflective. We must develop the intellectual side of ourselves - and also honor our different ways of knowing. We have to enjoy thinking - and being - together. We have to become students of teaching and learning, for one another. We must be comfortable being uncomfortable - and get used to being in the place of not knowing more often, with a greater capacity for ambiguity. We must to be willing to collect and make public the evidence from our practice - the data and the student work. We have to learn to frame good questions, and to take an inquiry stance toward what we do. We can't be afraid of hard work, or of saying I was wrong. And we must have the courage to act on what we learn, even when it goes against conventional thinking.

It might be, in places, that the tide is turning. There is, currently, a great outcry in the educational community for the establishment of professional learning communities in schools and districts across the country. In Georgia, it has been decreed that every teacher in the state will be in a professional learning community. In some parts of NYC, teachers have been told that they can learn mandated best practices in professional learning communities. The superintendent of Miami-Dade County is leaning toward instituting professional learning communities - in all schools - no pilots. Rather than making me feel elated, however, I have to admit that much of makes me very nervous. As our work expands and grows, it has been more and more difficult to maintain high standards of quality for our work - to stay true to what we know - to hold on to our principles.

As I travel the country, I hear things like - I was in a CFG during one faculty meeting - it was OK, I guess. We are supposed to look at student work in our school - we have about forty minutes, and our principal has asked to try to get through two or three pieces at each meeting. All eighty of the faculty members at my school were trained in CFGs on a professional development day last year. And I get asked a lot of questions. Is a CFG a protocol? If we use protocols at a faculty meeting, is that CFG work?

We have, as a movement, remained committed to CFGs as being relatively simple structures, within which complex ideas can take hold, and we believe that people in schools must adapt CFGs to their own contexts. But there are a few big ideas that guide the development of CFGs, no matter what the context - CFGs keep students and their learning at the center, they make time for reflective dialogue, they value collaboration and inquiry, they pay attention to the norms and values that drive the work - and the decisions about practice - their members make, and they assume that everyone in the group will make their practice public.

So, a group of people reading together can be useful work, but that's a book group, not a CFG. People coming together to research best literacy practices is important work, but that's a study group, not a CFG. People learning to look at student work on a professional development day can produce new insights and new learning, but that's a workshop, not a CFG. Faculty participating in teambuilding and conflict resolution activities might be vital to the health of a school, but that's not a CFG. People being told by the district to bring curriculum units to a district-wide meeting to be tuned might produce better alignment of the curriculum to the standards, but it is not a CFG.

The protocols have the potential to make meetings more effective and conversations more productive, but CFGs ask something more of us. In CFGs, we use the protocols to create and sustain professional learning communities. We use them consistently to examine students' work in order to improve own practice, because we know that builds trust faster, and more meaningfully, than icebreakers and team builders. In CFGs, there are no spectators or drop-ins to the work; we all do the work we expect others to do - no matter what our position. If you come to the table, you are committing to making your practice public, to opening yourself to feedback. We don't do our work in shortened time blocks, because we know that deep thinking, reflective dialogue, and collaboration take time. And we don't do our learning in large groups, choosing instead to organize ourselves into smaller, consistent groups of ten or so people. We work together, over time, so we can move with patient urgency into the risk zone, our most fertile place for learning - the place where we can open up to others with curiosity and interest, where we can consider options or ideas we hadn't thought of before, where we can have the courage to identify and explicitly work on the questions that matter most to our students - the questions or aspects of our practice that perhaps make us the most uncomfortable.

How will we do this? We will use the tools and processes of our CFGs to press for insights, to develop new skills, and, in Sam Keen's words, to find courage in community. 
We know that this work is not for the meek or faint of heart. The dictionary defines courage as the ability to face danger, difficulty or uncertainty without being overcome by fear - and without being deflected from a chosen course of action. And the etymology of the word courage includes the same root words as those for heart, soul, spirit, and embolden.

Because we only have two and a half days, we don't have time to wait for our real work and our most important questions to surface. There is an urgency about what we are here to do - and the truth is, the same is true of our work back home. Our aim is to work as though our students' lives depended on it - because, in fact, they do. Our students need us to be about them, not about us: courageous, activist, willing to take a stand. And because the risks are real - it is critical that we remember why we must take them together.

Thank you for coming. Our learning will be different because you chose to be here.

