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Background/Context: This study builds wpon research on teacher professional communities
and high school restructuring reforms. It employs a conceptual framework that draws upon
theories of “community of practice” and “community of learners.”
Purpose/Objective/Research Question/Focus of Study: This study analyzes how teachers’
professional inquiry communities at the high school level constitute a resource for school
reform and instructional improvement.

Setting: This research focused on a reforming, comprehensive urban public high school with
site-based management.

Population/Participants/ Subjects: This study investigates the practices of six school-based
oral inquiry groups known as Critical Friends Groups (CFGs), which were selected as cases
of mature professional communities. Twenty-five teachers and administrators participated
as informants.

Research Design: This research involved a video-based, qualitative case study.

Data Collection and Analysis: Data included observations of CFG meetings, interviews
with teachers and administrators, and document collection. Analysis entailed coding with
qualitative software, development of analytic cross-CFG meta-matrices, discourse analytic
techniques, and joint viewing of video records with informants.

Findings/Results: The author explores four particular design features of CFGs—their
diverse menu of activities, their decentralized structure, their interdisciplinary membership,
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and their reliance on structured conversation tools called “protocols—showing how these
features carry within them endemic tensions that compel these professional communities to
negotiate a complicated set of professional development choices.
Conclusions/Recommendations: The findings demonstrate how the enactment of design
choices holds particular consequences for the nature and quality of teacher learning and
school improvement. Although CFGs enhanced teachers’ collegial relationships, their aware-
ness of research-based practices and reforms, their schoolwide knowledge, and their capacity
to undertake instructional improvement, these professional communities offered an
inevitably partial combination of supports for teacher professional development. In particu-
lay, CFGs exerted minimal influence on teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge. CFGs
would benefit from regular and systematic metacognitive and process-oriented reflections to
identify how their collaborative practices might optimally advance their “bottom line” goal
of improving teacher practice to increase student achievement. Additionally, high schools
might pursue multiple and complementary CFG-like professional development opportunities
in subject matter departments and interdisciplinary grade-level academy teams.

Mid-afternoon sunlight pours into Principal Alec Gordon’s living room
on this early release day.” Lounging on chairs and the carpeted flooy, 11
members of Revere High School’s staff—among them teachers, the princi-
pal, an instructional aide, and a counselor—are in the midst of a struc-
tured conversation about a collection of student pinhole photographs
brought by Lars, an art teacher. As the group talks, some members hold
and peruse the black and white matted images. One member muses aloud,
“Not that Lars can answer this now, but I wonder what was the purpose
of this assignment? Will doing pinhole photographs make students better
photographers or is this just a fun exercise?” As required by the protocol
structure, Lars sits silently listening to his colleagues’ attempt to make
sense of his students’ products, as well as the instructional context that
generated them. Prompted by a timekeeper, the facilitator eventually shifts
the conversation. “Oh, it’s time? It’s time. OK, next in this protocol, we
reflect on the process as a group. Share what you learned about the stu-
dent, about your colleagues, about yourself. Use questions from the previ-
ous page.”

As the group concludes this conversation, their 3-hour monthly meeting
comes to a close. They carry cups and plates to the kitchen and gather up
the papers that have accumulated in their laps and on the coffee table.
Several photocopies of student essays on violence prevention, as well as
copies of a Michelle Fine article, get stowed away into briefcases and
knapsacks. Lars collects his students’ work, putting pinhole cameras in a
bag and rolling up a poster-sized enlargement of a playground shot.
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Some members assemble on the deck over the water chatting; their laugh-
ter floats into the living room. Others congregate by the fireplace to share
lingering ideas with Shelby, the health teacher who brought the violence
prevention essays. In the dining room, a veteran math teacher approaches
a first-year chemistry teacher and asks how his year is going. Meanwhile,
some members scurry off, thanking their host and bidding farewell to the

group.

This vignette depicts a Critical Friends Group (CFG), a particular type
of school-based professional community aimed at fostering members’
capacities to undertake instructional improvement and schoolwide
reform. Together, CFG members seek to increase student learning and
achievement through ongoing practice-centered collegial conversations
about teaching and learning. By focusing on the triangle of learning (the
relationship between student, teacher, and subject matter), CFGs rest on
the premise that classrooms ought to be the center of school reform
efforts and that teachers should lead educational change. Undergirding
CFGs is the proposition that schools cannot be intellectually engaging
places for students unless their teachers are likewise actively engaged in
learning, thinking, reading, and discussing. Given these philosophical
orientations, CFGs stand apart from high stakes accountability reforms,
which tend toward top-down mandates and the treatment of teachers as
technicians to implement the ideas of others.

The characteristics of CFG practice captured in the foregoing sketch—
in particular, the group’s diverse membership as evidenced in the inter-
disciplinary and multirole composition of the group, its teacher-driven
management, its close attention to classroom practice, its relaxed and
collegial ethos, and its reliance on structured conversation guides called
protocols—represent an anomaly in the occupational landscape of the
high school and in the arena of traditional professional development.
Indeed, high school teachers rarely attend to what their colleagues do in
their classrooms (Goodlad, 1983; Little, 1990; McLaughlin & Talbert,
2001), let alone collaborate monthly to examine artifacts of classroom
practice. When high school teachers do meet, they often converge in
departmental configurations or in grade-level collaborative teaching
teams organized to accomplish work-related tasks, rather than in inquiry-
oriented collectives comprising staff members from different depart-
ments and from administrative and support ranks.

CFGs are also anomalous as teacher professional development initia-
tives. Traditional professional development offerings typically involve
outside experts coming into schools and “in-servicing” staff by dissemi-
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nating generic content with little attention to local contexts and practices
(Lieberman, 1995; Wilson & Berne, 1999). CFGs depart from this sort of
“drive-by” staff development by asking school insiders to construct their
own learning through a cycle of inquiry, reflection, and action. As such,
CFGs, like the one from Revere High School portrayed in the opening
vignette, constitute a unique and relatively rare professional develop-
ment phenomenon. Indicators from the National School Reform Faculty
(NSRF, 2006) suggest that CFGs exist in less than 2% of U.S. schools
(K-12).* Nevertheless, CFGs have gained increasing visibility as a promis-
ing reform strategy through practitioner journals, conferences, Web
sites, and reform organizations (Arizona Education Association, 1998;
Bambino, 2003; Bloom, 1999; Cushman, 1998; Dunne, Nave, & Lewis,
2000; Olson, 1998).

Certainly, the idea of fostering collaborative professional communities
in schools as a means of improving teacher practice and thereby raising
student achievement has gained currency in recent years. Advocates of
teachers’ collaborative inquiry argue that “true reform depends on mem-
bers of the teaching profession developing their own systematic and
intentional ways of scrutinizing and improving their practices” (Cochran-
Smith & Lytle, 1996, p. 110). Embedded within this argument is the
proposition that inquiry-driven teacher communities foster collective
responsibility and internal accountability that will, in turn, advance the
cause of powerful teaching and learning within schools. Proponents of
CFGs conceive these groups as the embodiment of precisely these kinds
of propositions and credit these communities with reaping huge benefits
for teachers, schools, and students. Reflective of this enthusiasm, Dunne
and Honts (1998) reported that “[CFG] coaches and participants all over
the country have said again and again that CFGs have provided them
with the most powerful professional development experiences they have
ever encountered” (p. 8). In a similar vein, Bambino (2003) claimed that
“Critical Friends Groups help teachers improve instruction and student
learning . . . [and] have been the catalyst for changes in the teaching,
learning, culture, and climate of learning communities in a variety of
schools” (p. 25). The ebullience for CFGs evident in these anecdotal tes-
timonies reflects a growing conviction among reformers that teachers,
schools, and ultimately students benefit from the kind of sustained and
deliberate inquiry undertaken by CFGs.

And yet, very little is empirically known about how the talk, reflection,
and practices undertaken by CFGs might create the kinds of conditions
necessary to carry over into actual and salutary changes in classroom
teaching and/or school policy. To date, only a handful of scholars have
undertaken research on CFGs (Dunne & Honts, 1998; Dunne et al.,
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2000; Matsumura & Steinberg, 2002; Nave, 2000), and only one of these
studies (Dunne et al.) has been published. Without grounded accounts
of how teachers in schools experience and make sense of professional
communities like CFGs, both researchers and practitioners are poorly
positioned to understand the mechanisms, conditions, and contexts,
which support or undermine the efforts of teacher communities to bring
about instructional improvement and school reform. In addition, educa-
tional reformers advocating collaborative teacher inquiry run the risk of
oversimplifying how teacher communities function, thereby obscuring
the complex cultural, organizational, political, and interpersonal dynam-
ics at play within different kinds of teacher communities. Under these cir-
cumstances, Westheimer (1998) pointed out the danger that “school
reform efforts end up rudderless and the rhetoric of ‘community’ is ren-
dered ubiquitous and shallow” (p. 148). The study reported here seeks to
contribute to an empirical understanding of the role that CFGs play in
advancing the cause of instructional improvement and school reform.

CONCEPTUAL FRAME

This research arises from a thin but growing body of research illuminat-
ing the complexity of teacher communities (Achinstein, 2002; Clark,
2001; Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001; Little, 2001;
McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Stokes, 2001; Westheimer, 1998).
Throughout this article, the term professional community refers to various
configurations of school staff (most prominently teachers) characterized
by some measure of interdependent joint work and some level of shared
values, norms, and orientations toward schooling, teaching, and students
(definition adapted from Achinstein). Under this definition of commu-
nity, an entire school faculty may be considered a macro-professional
community holding within it micro-professional communities (e.g.,
departments, collaborative teaching teams, and inquiry-based study
groups like CFGs) that feature overlapping membership.

Community as a metaphor reflects an emphasis on the human dimen-
sion of schools as places where people gather to forge meanings, identi-
ties, and purposes. As McLaughlin (1993) observed,

The community metaphor draws attention to norms and beliefs of
practices, collegial relations, shared goals, occasions for collaboration,
and problems of mutual support and mutual obligation [italics
added]. The community metaphor also draws policy attention to
conditions in the school context [italics added] that enable the
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community and stimulate the up-close professional contexts that
support and stimulate reflective practice. (p. 99)

Implicit in McLaughlin’s observations is the notion that researchers
must readjust their lines of inquiry to investigate how teacher profes-
sional communities alter (if at all) the work of teaching and the processes
of schooling. More specifically, in the case of this study, McLaughlin’s
remarks beg the question of how CFGs as particular kinds of professional
communities might serve as resources for instructional improvement and
school reform.

For researchers seeking to answer these questions and understand the
processes by which teacher professional communities stand to influence
occupational norms and organizational structures, the theories of “com-
munity of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and “commu-
nity of learners” (Brown & Campione, 1994; Rogoff, 1994) illuminate
how the dynamics within communities constitute strategic sites for trans-
formational learning. Common to each of these theories is the premise
that teachers learn through situated and social interactions with col-
leagues who possess distributed expertise and with whom they have
opportunities for sustained conversations related to mutual interests.
Stein, Silver, and Smith (1998) deftly laid out the implications of these
theoretical perspectives for researchers interested in pursuing teachers’
professional development through professional community.

The result of this new analytic viewpoint is that the unit of analy-
sis shifts from the individual teacher to the social practice or the
activities in which groups of teachers engage. . . . This perspec-
tive on learning suggests that teacher development should be
examined in relationship to the community of practice in which
the teachers participate. (p. 17-18)

This research, then, responds to this call to locate research inside
teachers’ communities of practice. I approach this endeavor mindful of
the romanticized, magical thinking commonly associated with such com-
munities. As Wenger (1998) asserted,

Claiming that communities of practice are a crucial locus of
learning is not to imply that the process is intrinsically benevo-
lent. In this regard, it is worth repeating that communities of
practice should not be romanticized; they can reproduce
counter-productive patterns, injustices, prejudices, racism,
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sexism, and abuses of all kinds. In fact, I would argue they are the
very locus of such reproduction. (p. 132)

Given this cautionary advice, I seek to examine both the possibilities
and the limitations embedded within CFG teacher communities.

THE STUDY

This article arises from a 3-year study (1999-2002) of six CFGs at Revere
High, an urban school located in the Pacific Northwest that was selected
for its mature professional inquiry communities. I employed a qualitative
case study approach in an effort to capture both the lived and enacted
practices of CFGs within a particular setting, as well as the meanings that
members attached to their CFG experiences. The broader study (Curry,
2003) investigated the following research questions: (1) At the descrip-
tive level of practice, how do CFGs conduct their joint work? In particu-
lar, what structures, processes, and norms characterize CFGs? (2) What
kinds of teacher professional development opportunities are constructed
through CFG practices? and (3) What possibilities and limitations reside
in CFG practices that might influence the potential of these groups to
serve as engines for instructional improvement and/or schoolwide
reform? This article, however, concentrates exclusively on findings
related to the third question and cites as evidence illustrative examples
culled from patterns and trends that surfaced repeatedly in the data
corpus.

DATA COLLECTION

Data collection occurred over the course of eight site visits (December
1999, April 2000, January 2001, March 2001, April 2001, November 2001,
February 2002, and March 2002), each of which lasted 2-5 days. During
these visits, a research team and I observed and videotaped nine CFG
meetings (seven of a focal group) and two CFG coaches’ meetings, which
we also documented with field notes. In total, 30 hours of the resulting
35 hours of video records were transcribed. In addition to these observa-
tions, we conducted a total of 42 semistructured interviews with a total of
25 Revere teachers and administrators. Interviews lasted from 30 to 90
minutes. Initial interviews focused on understanding these educators’
professional backgrounds and goals, experiences in CFGs, beliefs about
Revere’s reforms, and other professional development opportunities.
Subsequent debrief interviews elicited participants’ impressions of and
reflections on particular CFG meetings.
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DATA ANALYSIS

Data analysis occurred through four iterative and recursive phases. In the
first phase, I used qualitative software (QSReNu*dist 4) to code tran-
scripts of interviews and CFG meetings, thus identifying a wide range of
analytic themes and descriptive codes. In the second phase, I formulated
“meta-matrices . . . [which are] master charts assembling descriptive data
from each of several cases in a standard format . . . on one very large
sheet or wall chart” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 179). The matrices rel-
evant to this article examined the use of CFG meeting time, the enact-
ment of protocols, and the instructional suggestions, critiques, and ques-
tions offered or posed across protocols. In addition, another matrix dis-
played the possibilities and limitations of CFG practices as either
reported or observed across the six CFGs in an effort to determine which
were most salient and pervasive. Each of these matrices allowed me to
detect patterns and discrepancies running across cases that guided fur-
ther investigations. A third phase of analysis involved discourse analysis in
the tradition of interactional ethnographers, who focus on the sociocul-
tural production of language (Green & Bloome, 1997; Green & Dixon,
1993). Rather than focusing on micro-instantiations of talk, I followed
language in use over periods of time to uncover patterns in how mem-
bers communicated, interpreted, and developed their joint sense-making
efforts. For this endeavor, I repeatedly viewed the video records of CFG
meetings in conjunction with transcripts, tracking participation rates and
sequences, ritualized patterns of discourse (the repetition of particular
questions and/or instructional suggestions) across meetings, and the use
of physical artifacts like protocol scripts. Finally, the fourth (and briefest)
phase of analysis involved the collaborative analysis of video records with
study participants in a 6-hour event (June 2001), which I refer to here as
the “coanalysis.” Undertaken midway through the study, this coanalysis
helped to triangulate emerging claims and expand my perspective on
what was important to capture and investigate, and why.

A CAUTION

Several limitations of these data deserve attention. First, these data do
not allow me to explore the relationship between teacher professional
community, actual teacher practice, and student learning. Another limi-
tation of these data is that they concentrate almost exclusively on teach-
ers’ experiences within CFGs. Fortunately, I did conduct interviews with
4 informants who identified themselves as being on the margins of CFGs
and aligned themselves with others in the school who opted to not
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participate in CFGs. These interviews provided critical perspectives on
CFGs that balanced the accounts offered by CFG insiders. A third limita-
tion of these data is that Revere’s CFGs participated in a national teacher
action research initiative from 1998 to 2001 and a national study looking
at student work practices (Little, Gearhart, Curry, & Kafka, 2003), which
likely heightened their focus on instructional improvement. As such,
these CFGs may not be representative of “typical” CFGs elsewhere, so
readers should take this into account before generalizing from my find-
ings. In fact, the idea of a “typical” CFG is specious because these groups
design themselves differently to suit specific contexts. Finally, this study
was not an ethnography. Therefore, I do not have robust data accounting
for what happened at Revere High outside CFG meetings or during the
periods between site visits. The absence of this data limits my ability to
understand the full scope of how CFGs factored into Revere’s school
reform endeavors.

There are, however, a number of key aspects of this study that serve to
mitigate the effects of these limitations. First, having amassed a rich and
deep data set featuring several sources and types of data, data were trian-
gulated and rigorously examined. Second, findings were reviewed and
validated by member checks with 3 participants from Revere’s CFGs.
Third and most important, the data capture a mature case of professional
community, free from both the halo effect of teachers’ initial start-up
enthusiasm and the “implementation dip” (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991)
that inevitably occurs during the bumps and blunders of establishing a
professional community. In addition, this case situates itself within an
innovative professional development context that is teacher centered, job
embedded, practice focused, and ongoing. As such, these data lend
themselves to valuable theory building.

SCHOOL CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

Revere High School is a comprehensive urban-fringe high school serving
1,050 students who are ethnically diverse: 11% African American, 18%
Asian, 6% Hispanic, and 62% White. A site-based managed school affili-
ated with the Coalition of Essential Schools (CES)® since 1997, Revere’s
reforms include a block schedule, a schoolwide mentorship program, a
Jjunior service learning project, a senior exit project, CFGs (instituted in
1997), and detracked (or what Revere staff refer to as “inclusion-based”)
9th- and 10th-grade academies aimed at personalization and project-
oriented learning. CFGs were initiated by teachers and enthusiastically
embraced by Revere’s administration as the school’s primary means
of teacher professional development. These professional inquiry
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communities have persisted through teachers’ own initiatives up through
the present. Although CFG membership was initially voluntary, member-
ship has become a mandatory condition for new hires. Thus, at the con-
clusion of this study, 85% of the faculty participated in CFGs.

The six CFGs, which contain 8-10 members each, meet once a month
for 3 hours. Trained coaches, who are Revere teachers or administrators,
facilitate these monthly meetings.* Typical CFG sessions start with a per-
sonalized check-in phase called “Connections.” Next, members engage in
one to three conversations about teaching, learning, and/or schooling.
These discussions, referred to by members as “protocols,” are formally
structured by conversation tools also called “protocols,” which outline
and, to some extent, script the oral inquiry process.” A hallmark of CFG
work, protocol-guided conversations seek to create focused opportunities
for members to deliberately and critically explore issues of teaching and
learning through the close examination of either published texts or arti-
facts of classroom practice. “These carefully structured formats for
response, facilitated by someone trained in such discussions, aim to cre-
ate a sense of emotional safety for the presenter, at the same time encour-
aging the new perspectives and probing critiques of their peers”
(Cushman, 1998). To ensure equitable participation and careful atten-
tion to presenters’ concerns, most protocol structures stipulate a
sequence of timed phases that regulate what should be discussed in what
order, as well as who can participate in any given phase. Protocol guide-
lines also often restrict or delay the presenter of a given artifact from
responding directly to the group’s discussion in an effort to minimize
teacher defensiveness and encourage active listening. Additionally, these
guidelines frequently strive to interrupt teachers’ tendencies to leap to
judgments and/or to rush in and offer quick fixes; instead, protocol
phases emphasize detailed analyses of classroom artifacts or texts prior to
speculating about instructional implications (Cushman, 1996). In addi-
tion to protocol-guided discussions, Revere’s CFG meetings periodically
include peer observation updates, action research progress checks, and
reflective journaling.

THE FOUR DESIGN CHOICES

This article analyzes how four particular design features of CFGs—their
diverse menu of activities, their decentralized structure, their interdisci-
plinary membership, and their reliance on protocols—carry within them
endemic tensions that compel these professional communities to
negotiate a rather complicated set of professional development
choices. Although these four design features interact with each other in
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inextricable and complicated ways, I treat them here separately for
heuristic purposes. Ultimately, I seek to demonstrate how the enactment
of these choices holds particular consequences for the nature and qual-
ity of teacher learning and school improvement.

THE “DIVERSE MENU”: JUGGLING MULTIPLE AIMS AND AGENDAS

The CFG model as conceived by its designers offers participants a
“diverse menu of [inquiry] techniques from which to choose,” each with
a different purpose and process (CFG training materials). In fact, CFG
resource materials provide over a dozen inquiry protocol structures.®
This diverse menu of CFG activities immerses members in a varied array
of professional development opportunities, namely practice-based con-
versations targeted at instructional improvement at the classroom level;
school-based discussions focused on teachers’ collective practices and
commitments in a reforming school; and group-based team building
aimed at cultivating a sense of professional community grounded in
notions of decency, trust, and care.

WHAT THE CFGS’ “DIVERSE MENU” ENABLED

The sheer variety of CFG activities (“Connections,” text discussions, pro-
tocols on student/teacher work, peer observation and action research
progress updates, team building, and journaling) appeared to attract and
hold a diverse membership. Asked which core CFG activities they valued
most, CFG-ers routinely differed in their responses, suggesting that the
eclectic menu of activities appealed to a broad range of teacher needs. A
few teachers said that they benefited most from the intellectual stimula-
tion and knowledge gleaned through text-based seminars, and others
confessed to placing text-based seminars last on the agenda so that these
conversations might get tabled if time ran short. Likewise, some teachers
indicated that they valued “Connections” most because it allowed them
to connect with peers and get support around pressing professional frus-
trations, whereas others admitted to thinking, “This [“Connections”
phase] is such a waste of time.” Splits of opinions also emerged with
regard to protocols on student work and teacher work. Many teachers felt
that protocols were the single most important CFG activity because of
their immediate relevance to the classroom and the insights that they
provided into “what the kids [at Revere] are doing.” In contrast, a hand-
ful of members wondered whether protocols were actually productive
professional conversations. Emblematic of this perspective was one math
teacher who said, “I almost feel like I can’t get too much help from them
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[my CFG]. So then, if I can help them [in a protocol] so good, I'll be
there. You know? But I'm not sure I can do that either sometimes. So
then I'm sitting there wasting my time.” Clearly, the variety of opinions
expressed with regard to the different CFG activities highlights the
diverse needs and expectations that CFG members brought to these pro-
fessional communities.

In this manner, Revere’s CFGs corroborate Grossman et al.’s (2001)
emphasis on the importance of multiple corridors for teacher learning
within the professional community. These researchers argued that
“Given the diversity of experience, educational level, background, and
individual tastes among teachers in the urban high school, a project that
offers only one corridor for professional development, by necessity
ignores the needs and interest of many other groups” (pp. 20-21). In the
final analysis, the CFGs’ eclectic menu of activities appealed to a wide
range of interests and exerted considerable holding power on the diverse
membership of these professional communities. Evidence of this holding
power surfaced in Revere’s CFG’s growing and stable membership from
their conception through the duration of this study. In this sense, the
menu approach served as a bridge toward broad participation.

The menu of CFG activities (especially the combination of text-based
seminars and protocols on student/teacher work) also brought together
issues of instructional practice and school reform in a manner that
allowed school-level and classroom-level concerns to converge and in
some cases even merge. This joining of the schoolwide reform agenda
with the kind of practice-grounded teacher development available within
CFGs represented a marked departure from other restructuring schools,
where “the reform focus was often stated so broadly and abstractly that its
[learning] demands on teacher practice went unacknowledged” (Little,
1999). At Revere, CFGs routinely addressed the learning demands
encountered by individual teachers as they contended with reform strate-
gies like the establishment of detracked academies, advisory periods,
senior exit projects, project-based learning, and block schedules.

One consequence of this dual attention to reform and practice was that
teachers in CFGs developed an appreciation for the relationship between
their classroom and the broader school context. Jim, a CFG coach, spoke
passionately about this dimension of CFG work, saying that in his CFG,

We are still working on individual stuff that we are doing in
class—of course, teacher practice, but teacher practice in rela-
tion to what’s happening at the school at large is really impor-
tant. I think that’s always been the big problem in teaching—is
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everyone’s just been focusing on their own classroom and not
focusing on what they’re doing in relation to everybody else.”

Here, Jim highlights the way in which issues of classroom practice and
school reform became intimately linked.

The coupling of schoolwide macro issues with classroom-level micro
concerns surfaced across all nine of my CFG meeting observations. One
example of how the boundaries between the school and the classroom
merged during CFG meetings involved an English teacher’s protocol on
senior exit projects. Dan prefaced his senior project protocol by saying
that he brought this student work because it was “something in the school
that I think the whole school really needs to think about.” During this dis-
cussion, the members of his CFG collectively reflected on the skills that
students needed to develop in Grades 9-11 so that they could accomplish
rigorous, culminating exhibitions of their high school learning. Dan’s
senior project protocol also brought several systemic problems to the
attention of the CFG. First, it became apparent that the senior projects
were not well coordinated across senior teachers. Second, this lack of
coordination was exacerbated by the fact that many senior teachers
taught only a single period of 12th-grade language arts and felt pulled to
concentrate their energy on the intensive team teaching demands of the
9th- or 10th-grade academies, where the bulk of their teaching occurred.

In this manner, the CFG attended to both classroom practice and sys-
temic school issues within the same protocol. In doing so, the CFG
engaged in the politics of negotiating the meaning and application of a
reform idea (CES’s Principle Six on the importance of students demon-
strating mastery for graduation). This work was political because it
involved various stakeholders within the organization working to further
their individual and mutual interests. Dan wanted the school to embrace
standardized expectations and assessment rubrics for the senior project,
and he used his students’ work as artifacts to push this agenda and
uncover the negative consequences of not having standards. It is impor-
tant to note that an interest in student learning was a central concern in
this negotiation.

This kind of bridging between the micro and macro was typical across
protocols. This pattern represents a promising trend inasmuch as teach-
ers at Revere were able, through these professional communities, to
think about and inquire into the implications of restructuring for their
classrooms and ultimately for student learning. Notably, this pattern
departs from documented accounts of other reforming schools (Little,
1999) where “doing” restructuring displaced attention from the
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professional development needed to make the restructuring work in
practical terms at the level of the classroom.

WHAT THE CFGS’ “DEVERSE MENUE” CONSTRAINED

Although the eclectic array of CFG activities appealed to a diverse mem-
bership and heightened teachers’ awareness of the relationship between
reform and practice, one consequence of the “menu” approach to CFG
activities was that these groups faced the challenge of balancing the
learning preferences of individual CFG members and still keeping track
of the “big picture” of improving teacher practice as a means of boosting
student achievement. Maxine, the veteran teacher coach of my focal
CFG, who also acted as the school’s CFG coordinator, spoke pointedly to
this dilemma.

People like different things in CFG. . .. So I guess maybe the vari-
ety [of activities] was a chance for us to meet, to meet [CFG
members’] needs on a more balanced basis. But we do lose the focus
of the larger picture. I mean it’s like we’re trying to do everything
[emphasis added]. I mean it’s not supposed to be everything, but
the examination of student work should be linked to peer obser-
vations. And as far as I'm concerned we could leave out
“Connections.” That’d be fine with me. What I like about the
text-based discussion is it is a more intellectual activity and I
think a lot of times teachers don’t ever read things outside that
have to do with education, so I think that’s good. The [individ-
ual] journaling I could do without, but I know reflection is really
important. So it makes it hard. There are just so many things to
do.

In this statement, Maxine acknowledges the difficulty she has encoun-
tered trying to reconcile the different activities that members “like” with
her own convictions about what professional development opportunities
are most important in terms of achieving the “big picture.” Her admis-
sion that “we’re trying to do everything” suggests that CFGs are perhaps
overburdened as the primary vehicle for professional development at
Revere.

Evidence of CFGs being overtaxed by the “diverse menu of CFG tech-
niques” also surfaced in the enacted practices of these groups. One of the
ways in which this pattern manifested itself was in the diminishing
returns accrued to presenters who conducted protocols on days when
the agenda was packed. The agenda of four of the nine observed CFG
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meetings included three major substantive conversations (either three
protocols on teacher/student work or a combination of one text-based
seminar and two protocols on teacher/student work). In each of these
meetings, the last protocol was viewed by members and by the presenters
themselves as less than productive. Regarding one of these meetings,
Maxine said, “I really pushed it” in reference to the fact that she had
squeezed three protocols into one meeting. Reflecting on the crammed
agenda of her CFG’s January 2001 meeting, Shelby, a health teacher,
observed,

I think the protocols have been shortchanged in the past and I
don’t know if it would be worth looking at changing the sched-
ule so the protocols come earlier and things like text-based dis-
cussion or um, and we always miss the journaling—or not always,
but you know, we made a re-commitment to do the journaling
and that has fallen off again. . . . Last night, I was watching the
clock and trying to make the 10 minutes happen [for journals],
but then realized it wasn’t going to [happen].

These remarks suggest how the CFGs struggled to accomplish the full
package of CFG core activities and how the effort to cover so much ter-
rain resulted in protocols being “shortchanged.” Shelby’s impression that
protocols were shortchanged was borne out in time analyses that showed
that the last protocol on these four meeting occasions was, on average, 12
minutes shorter than the foregoing protocols or text-based discussions.”
Given that Nave (2000) credited the examination of student and teacher
work as being the most influential practice in the CFG core repertoire,
this tendency to shortchange protocols may have compromised the effi-
cacy of Revere’s CFGs. Of particular irony is that as a CES affiliate, Revere
teachers frequently encouraged each other to adopt the “less is more”
principle with regard to their instructional practices in classrooms, but
infusing this same philosophy into the adult learning environment of the
CFG proved challenging.

Another sign that the overly ambitious menu of CFG activities impeded
the coherence and depth of the professional development opportunities
offered in these settings surfaced in the randomness of protocol practice.
Over my nine CFG meeting observations, I observed these groups con-
duct protocols on a wide-ranging scope of classroom artifacts/issues,
including standardized test prep for math, students’ creative writing,
senior exit projects, pinhole photography, writing assessment in chem-
istry, test modification for detracked classrooms, strained relationships
between team teaching colleagues, and simulation activities immersing
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students into slavery and the Holocaust. These protocols came and went
and were rarely revisited in subsequent CFG meetings; as such, they were
one-shot deals involving little follow-up response from the CFG. Maxine
acknowledged the somewhat haphazard and scattered nature of this pro-
tocol practice when she distinguished protocols from her CFG’s 3-year
involvement in a national action research initiative.

[Action research] added a depth to the work. . . . The protocols
are really good and we love them, but the action research I guess
gives that additional ¢mpetus for change over a long term. I mean,
examining something over a long term, not just saying, “Well this
is my lesson what should I do?”. . . I think the CFG techniques
are, I mean, we’ve always said, “Improving teacher practice,
improving teacher practice, that’s our only reason for doing it.”
And increasing student achievement. But the action research
maybe gives a focus for a particular part of your work that you
want to examine long term and really work on that particular
thing, whereas prior to that, probably we were doing more just random
[protocols], you know, “I want you to look at this, or I want you to look
at this or I want you to look at this.” And they were more random things
rather than a focused [emphases added] “I’m researching this. I'm
looking at writing and . . . [so on].”

Here, Maxine associated action research with the descriptive words and
phrases depth, focus, long term, and impetus for change. In contrast, she char-
acterized the CFG’s protocol practice as a “random” revolving door affair
involving various members conducting protocols on whatever strikes
them during a given month. This finding echoes Matsumura and
Steinberg (2002), who also cited CFGs’ lack of continuity and follow-
through from meeting to meeting as a condition that impeded CFG
success.

It is interesting that Revere’s CFGs abandoned their action research
efforts when funding for the national initiative ended. Their return to
the previously established set of core activities holds significance for their
professional development in at least two ways. First, Maxine’s admission
that CFGs’ practices prior to the action research component were “ran-
dom” and short-term in scope and focus suggests that the professional
development opportunities residing in the CFGs’ regular joint work lack
some measure of continuity and coherence. Second, the failure of the
action research component to stick raises questions about how many
different types of learning activities a CFG can productively juggle at
once. In this manner, the diverse menu approach does appear to pose
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barriers that limit the focus, coherency, and depth of CFGs’ professional
development.

In sum, the diverse menu of CFG activities succeeded in attracting a
diverse membership to CFGs and exposing that membership to a wide
range of instructional practice and reform issues. In enacting this variety
of activities, these professional communities developed an awareness of
the relationship between their classrooms and the broader context of
Revere’s reforms. Alternately, this same design feature also carried with
it certain limitations. Specifically, CFGs struggled against the temptation
“to do everything” and to construct coherent and professional develop-
ment opportunities that stayed focused on the “big picture.”

THE DECENTRALIZED STRUCTURE

Envisioned as engines of reform, Revere’s CFGs were a decentralized and
loosely coordinated constellation of mini professional communities
detached from formal decision-making bodies. Confidentiality agree-
ments aimed at making CFGs safe spaces to raise issues meant that group
discussions were not to be publicly shared. That said, CFG coaches did
meet monthly for an hour to discuss developments within their groups
and to brainstorm possible activities for upcoming meetings. Five years
into their existence, when the school managed to secure half-day release
time within the school day for CFG meetings, the Professional
Development Committee stipulated that CFGs focus their joint work on
a set of three focus areas: collaboration, inclusion, and technology. This
set of umbrella issues linked the professional development in CFGs to
Revere’s overall reform agenda but still provided ample discretion for
teachers to pursue issues they deemed compelling. It is important to note
that there was never a formal mechanism established to check if CFGs
adhered to the three focus areas or to extrapolate lessons from across the
CFGs in a systematic fashion.

WHAT DECENTRALIZATION ENABLED

The CFGs’ structural detachment from formal decision making enabled
these professional inquiry communities to be informal and intimate
places to discuss contested and politically sensitive school issues in a civil
but still critical manner. As one CFG-er explained,

The reform aspect of it [the CFG] is that it’s a nice forum to dis-
cuss ideas and philosophies. It doesn’t have any kind of legisla-
tive or political function. It doesn’t have any official status or
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standing as a decision making group, but it is a place to batter
aboutideas . . . the CFG is not the place for action. There needs
to be a place for discussion.

Noah felt that the CFG was “a good place for ideas to become part of
the school culture . . . [through] a Darwinian process [whereby] ideas
may or may not float.” The time-bounded nature of such reform conver-
sations, coupled with sustained opportunities to return to issues in subse-
quent discussions, provided a chance for members to process and digest
reform proposals in a thoughtful manner distinct from the pressure of
whole faculty meetings, where reform votes force decisive position tak-
ing. In these latter front-stage public forums, teachers’ participation is
more performative and involves role casting that locks them into one fac-
tion or another (cf. Goffman, 1959). In contrast, teachers in the context
of CFG meetings were able to confront and reflect on thorny reform mat-
ters in a less pressured environment.

Protocol guided text-based seminars were particularly ripe forums to
examine controversial issues in a systematic fashion. Recounting one
such discussion centering on the text of a letter rejecting a proposal that
Revere teachers had written to be recognized as a New American High
School,’ Irene said,

We really enjoy the text-based discussions. And going over this
[rejection] letter . . . helps a lot of us understand—try and figure
out where this particular [New American High School] group is
coming from. And, maybe help us break—maybe give us some
breakthroughs on some real touchy areas, some things that have
been real touchy . . . seeing this in paper from somebody outside
gives us, I think, some place to start, someplace to go through.
So, I'm glad that we did go through it. Doing text-based discus-
sions sometimes helps us find—or helps me find—something
new, a new way of looking at something that I might not have
picked up had I not sat down and talked about it with somebody.

Irene’s testimony shows how reform discussions in CFGs helped teach-
ers acquire new ways of looking at “real touchy” issues.

Another example of a text-based discussion that opened up a politically
polarizing issue occurred when members read a Michelle Fine article
entitled “The Politics of Urgency” (2000) and used the text as a spring-
board to explore whether tracking at the 11th- and 12th-grade levels was
an urgent problem at Revere."” In the conversation that ensued, CFG
members articulated different ideological stances on important issues,
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like how to define and provide “academic rigor” for all students; the
place of honors and AP options within the academic program; the need
for data-based and research-based reform; the evidentiary warrant of the
texts and biases of the author; and finally, the obstacles to reform at
Revere and possible strategies to overcome them. It is important to note
that these issues were connected to broader societal concerns of racism
and classism, and structural concerns about the school district’s stance
toward social promotion. During the discussion, a debate erupted over
whether the article should be distributed to the entire staff prior to an
upcoming vote on untracking the upper grades. Participation analyses
revealed that all members, regardless of their espoused orientation
toward the reforms at Revere High School, engaged in these text-based
discussions. By classifying CFG members as reform enthusiasts, agnostics,
and dissenters (based on statements made in interviews and during meet-
ings) and then tracking the turns taken by these clusters, I found that
although reform enthusiasts tended to dominate slightly (accounting for
two thirds of turns taken), participation rates roughly paralleled each
constituency’s representation in the group." As such, these conversations
were not “preaching to the choir” events, but rather democratic and dia-
logic discussions.

Many other CFG-ers also noted that CFGs offered them the chance to
become informed about school reform choices and commitments. Dave,
a new teacher to Revere, commented,

One of the things we end up discussing a fair bit in CFG are the
sort of larger roles that our school plays. For example, if we want
to be a school where we teach kids to be responsible people in a
democratic society. Well, our CFG has actually thought about
how might we do that as a school because I know that’s one of
our goals, but I didn’t even realize it until I was in a CFG. Or,
whether or not we should loop and how that works."”” And [we
had] a large discussion of inclusion and so I can ask questions
like, “Well, it seems like there’s partial inclusion here. And how
come that’s the case?” . . . Here we are this inclusion school, but
then there’s all these kids who are excluded, so I just wonder. So
I am able to get answers to larger things. . . . So I find that to be
valuable for me, to learn more than anything else about how our
school functions. And it’s helped me to understand why we do
certain things now.

Dave’s remarks speak to how the CFGs at Revere were a vehicle to grap-
ple with the CES’s 10 Principles and the reform commitments of the
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school, and a means of socializing teachers into a professional culture of
critically examining school policies. These examples illustrate how CFGs
created a low-stakes and democratic forum in which to explore politically
charged reform topics over time.

The existence and institutionalization of such regular forums also
encouraged what Achinstein (2002) called “constructive controversy”™—a
condition wherein community members embrace conflict and “engage in
critical reflection and openly explore dissent” (p. 448). Indeed, the polit-
ical nature of CFG conversations often precipitated disputes that
required members to articulate positions, unpack assumptions, clarify
terms, and challenge each other’s reasoning. These exchanges often bris-
tled with palpable tension, and yet, the groups I observed exhibited con-
siderable comfort with disagreement. Shelby, for example, believed that
the explicit discussion of controversial issues within CFGs invigorated
and deepened the school’s reform commitments. She asserted that these
discussions were,

How change actually happens, where you talk in small groups
before the vote is taken, the politics. That’s the lobbying-ism and
convincing your constituents or convincing your other voting
members that one side is better than another, and I think it’s
valuable. I think it’s important to keep talking about it, and it’s
important to keep hearing it.

The CFGs’ process of negotiating highly contested issues in a rational
and judicious manner through protocol-guided discourse contributed to
a broader culture of collegiality marked by decency and trust that par-
tially tempered some of the tensions and conflicts apparent in schoolwide
reform debates. Moreover, the participation of administrators (who hap-
pened to be active listeners willing to hear critique) as CFG members in
two groups meant that controversial institutional issues also received the
careful consideration of those people responsible for guiding the
school’s reform efforts.

Another positive dimension of decentralization was that this arrange-
ment allowed educators to exercise considerable professional discretion
over their learning, thereby honoring teachers’ and groups’ different
interests. In the initial years of CFGs, the coaches tended to plan and
engage in the same activities, but as the groups matured, coaches increas-
ingly tailored agendas to the interests and needs of their particular
groups. As such, these groups have evolved with their own personalities
and focus areas even as they have pursued many of the same nominal
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activities. Speaking to the unique evolution of each group, one coach,
Jim, remarked at a coaches’ meeting,

I am very interested myself, in groups, in individual groups’ evo-
lution. I am much more interested in that than keeping [CFGs]
somehow standardized. Because I want my group to get as much
out of it as possible, and I think they do that when they feel com-
fortable and they like what they’re doing and they think it’s
worthwhile. And the more I see, the more I see myself allowing
what, what I think we’re supposed to be doing as a CFG group,
and what I learned as a coach develop in relation to the people
in my specific group, the better it works. And that’s just — that
was my original reason for getting into CFG — is teachers being
able to support each other. Not some overarching thing that
would be organized one way and have to be that way.

Jim’s remarks convey how decentralization provided differentiated
learning opportunities responsive to individual and group needs.

WHAT DECENTRALIZATION CONSTRAINED

One drawback to decentralization was that many ideas and proposals
raised in CFG meetings were never systematically documented or pur-
sued, making it unclear how the talk in CFGs fed back into or benefited
the school’s other organizational structures. This was the case for the
senior project protocol mentioned earlier. In this instance, no one fol-
lowed up on proposals to appoint a senior project coordinator or to
reconsider senior teachers’ teaching loads. In fact, all nine of my CFG
meeting observations featured exchanges in which schoolwide concerns
were raised for discussion but were not subsequently revisited either
within the CFG or beyond."” Complicating matters further, the confiden-
tiality agreement technically prevented these groups from formally pub-
licizing and pursuing issues that emerged from within these professional
communities.

Several teachers expressed worries about the impotence rendered by
CFGs’ structural detachment and decentralized configuration. Similarly,
Sam, a vice principal and CFG coach, observed at a coaches’ meeting,

The thing I think is missing [from CFGs] is that we don’t always
share from group to group except among the coaches, what
we're getting out of it. So you know, what was talked about
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before, the discussion in my group about looping last month,
and, you know, the benefit of that discussion doesn’t extend beyond my
group [emphasis added]. At least not in a structured way. I’'m sure
that people in my group went and talked to other people who
they work with about what we talked about, so that’s a few more
people. But we don’t have any kind of system for sharing.

Rachel, another coach, echoed this concern, expressing her doubts
about the efficacy of such a loosely coordinated constellation of CFGs.

Well, we’re certainly aware of each other, but I don’t know how
connected to each other we are . . . this year it feels like all of the
groups are scattered . . . I don’t know if that’s good or bad. . . .
So, I mean, I don’t know how we affect each other if we’re not
on the same page.

The absence of a structured “kind of system for sharing” meant that the
reform conversations undertaken by CFGs did not translate necessarily
into collective or systematic action aimed at the vigorous pursuit of
reform ideas. In this manner, it remains unclear how these professional
communities might readily close the gap between their reform talk and
the school’s overall reform agenda.

One outcome of decentralization, then, was confusion about the CFGs’
role vis-a-vis whole-school reform. There was tremendous structural ambi-
guity about how CFGs as confidential, relatively uncoordinated groups
might systematically influence the direction of school reform. A funda-
mental tension existed between CFG-ers, who believed that meetings
were a place to “batter ideas about,” and those who believed that meet-
ings were the place to assert a particular reform agenda and move the
school toward collective action. Some teachers like Leta expressed deep
frustration with just having CFGs be a place “to batter about ideas.”

The complaint I have about CFGs is that it’s all talk and no
action. . .. So I think that anything we do that we can take action
on to improve is the most important thing we can do. If we sit
around and talk and talk and nothing comes of it, then it’s use-
less in my mind.

In stark contrast, others shunned the politicization of CFGs. Lars, the
teacher who presented the pinhole photo protocol in the opening
vignette, left the group at the end of the year, citing among other things
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his aversion to the political stakes attached to reform conversations.™
Reflecting on this, he commented,

When it [the CFG] starts getting political . . . then it turns me off
because I believe that diversity, that mental diversity, intellectual
diversity is the only real diversity we have. And I don’t care what
you look like or where you come from, if everybody thinks and
acts the same, then you’re not diverse. So as long as there’s aca-
demic and intellectual diversity and that’s respected by everyone
or it doesn’t become a political kind of debate. Then they’re [the
CFG groups are] fine.

Lars stresses