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The Trouble With Friendship:
Why Americans Can’t Think Straight About Race

recognition that students needed to 
master the mechanics of the “tests” 
and master “the game” without getting 
caught up in the deficit-based rhetoric 
that is designed to keep them in their 
place.

In our CFG we have never dis-
cussed the relationship between clos-
ing the gap and our students’ cultural 
identities, however we’ve made a 
commitment to have ongoing, explicit 
conversations about equity in general 
and racism in particular. Consequently, 
at our most recent meeting, we lis-
tened to a song from this year’s Tony-
award-winning-musical,  Avenue Q. 
The song is called A Little Bit Racist, 
and it drives home the point that we 
are all guilty of biased assumptions 
based on our differences. As a theater-
goer, I am thrilled that a hit show is 
tackling issues of race and homopho-
bia, but the equation of biases and the 
promotion of “sameness” as the basis 
of our potential harmony is disturbing 
and potentially dangerous.

During our “Audio Rendering” 
and in our subsequent conversa-
tion, members of our CFG wondered 
whether being a “little bit racist” was 
like being a “little bit pregnant,” and 
we went on to unpack the differences 
between having “colorblindness” 
and embracing diversity as our goal. 
Members highlighted the word “relax” 
and the phrase “everyone makes 
judgements” among others, and we 
all agreed to disagree with the song’s 
lyrics.

The sameness promoted by 
Avenue Q is reminiscient of the analy-
sis in The Trouble with Friendship, 
where DeMott debunks what he calls 
the “orthodoxy of friendship,” describ-
ing in detail the ways that a celebra-
tion of our supposed commonality 
necessarily leads to a complacency 
about, or an outright denial of, the sys-
temic racism that still grips our society 
and defines the lives and opportuni-
ties of our citizens of color. When 
seen in this light, Avenue Q falls into 
step with a long list of “buddy films,” 

where I work.
So I’m asking myself, how will-

ing am I to be disturbed? How much 
energy am I willing to spend mov-
ing beyond what Victor Cary calls 

“admiring the 
problem” to 
actually work-
ing to disrupt 
the status quo 
of discrimina-
tion in our 
schools and 
society - and 
perhaps more 
important, how 
will I gauge 
my progress? 

Last 
week Camilla 
Greene and I 
co-facilitated 
the first half of 
a CFG seminar 
with the staff 
of a soon-to-be 
opened Afro-

centric charter high school. I was the 
only white person present at our three-
day session. The conversation was 
different from the conversations I’ve 
grown accustomed to in the predomi-
nantly, or solely white seminars that I 
usually facilitate. 

Camilla and I used many of the 
same techniques and tools that we 
usually use, but there was an added 
layer to last week’s conversations. 
We didn’t need to read Curriculum as 
Window and Mirror to drive home the 
need for students to see themselves in 
their school’s materials and methods. 
Our framing question for the week  
was, How can we work as “gap clos-
ers” while supporting the develop-
ment of strong cultural identities for 
our students? Our question brought 
together concerns about “closing the 
gap” but linked them inextricably with 
the need to counter the biased cultural 
messages children of color are served 
on a daily basis by our dominant 
white culture. There was an implicit 

We at NSRF have added 
social equity to our mis-
sion statement. We have 

read texts and held conversations 
about the ways to regularly embed a 
focus on equity into 
the protocols we use 
to examine student 
and adult work. 
We’ve held meet-
ings with “equity” as 
their theme or focus. 
And this past June, 
about twenty of us 
held an electronic 
book chat to discuss 
The Trouble with 
Friendship, Why 
Americans Can’t 
Think Straight About 
Race, by Benjamin 
DeMott. 

Having partici-
pated in these initia-
tives, I am taking 
stock and wondering 
about next steps. More 
important, I’m thinking about the 
impact of these actions on my work 
with other educators and whether 
shifts in my understanding are making 
a difference for students.

The need to embed a focus on 
equity in my/our work is an issue 
for me because I am white. Last 
year, a colleague of color from Bay 
Area Coalition of Essential Schools 
(BAYCES) made it very clear that 
equity and race are on the table for 
her by virtue of her presence in any 
conversation. I cannot lay claim to that 
same consistency because as Peggy 
MacIntosh describes in Unpacking 
the Knapsack of White Privilege, as 
a white person in our society, I have 
the option to check in and out of this 
struggle at will. Given this reality, I 
am faced with ongoing choices and a 
need to continually examine both my 
assumptions and my practice on behalf 
of students, especially those students 
of color who make up the majority of 
our student body in the urban schools 
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Sammon; dozens of workshops orga-
nized around the strands of fine arts, 
literacy, mathematics, personalization, 
and professional learning communities; 
and home group discussions.  A hall-
mark of the FRSSI is the home groups, 
composed of about 20 participants each. 
Facilitated by teams of new and experi-
enced Critical Friends Group coaches, 
the home groups give each participant 
a taste of the power and effectiveness 
of being part of a professional learning 
community.

Supporting Coaches
Six clinics for new and experienced 
CFG coaches were held during the 
2003-2004 academic year at no cost to 
participants.  These 2 or 3 hour clinics 
were facilitated by experienced facilita-
tors from the Houston area and delved 
into these topics: beginning a group and 
keeping it going, using and designing 
protocols, action research, dealing with 
difficult people, equity, and leadership.  
One hundred and nineteen coaches and 
facilitators participated in these clinics.  
Six clinics are planned for the 2004-
2005 academic year.

Supporting Facilitators
The Houston A+ Challenge supported 
the development of a regional CFG 
composed of experienced facilitators.  
Called the K-16 CFG because its 17 
members hail from elementary schools, 
middle schools, high schools, universi-
ties, foundations, and administrative 
posts, the CFG met monthly and devel-
oped the inquiry focus “How can our 
CFG training and experience be used 
to its maximum potential in our work?”  
This group serves as the main pool of 
facilitators for CFG seminars and clin-
ics in the Houston area.

Supporting Inquiry
The Houston A+ Challenge awarded 
seven Teacher as Researcher grants 
to CFG coaches in May 2004.  The 
grant supports each of the seven CFGs’ 
inquiry work with $10,000 during 
two years.  The Teacher as Researcher 
grant has the potential to effect change 
in a broad cross-section of Houston 
area schools.  Fifty-eight CFG mem-
bers will be directly involved in the 
action research projects supported by 
the grant.  These CFG members rep-

resent four school districts (Houston, 
Aldine, Alief, and Spring Branch).  
Furthermore, faculty and staff from 
five local colleges and universi-
ties (Rice University, University of 
Houston, Houston Community College, 
Prairie View A&M, and University of 
Saint Thomas) have committed to sup-
port these inquiry projects.  Several of 
the inquiry groups also have engaged 
other members of the community by 
including business partners and parents 
as participants in the research.  

The seven inquiry projects, which 
include elementary, middle, and high 
schools, will tackle questions deal-
ing with literacy, math, and fine arts.  
Within those content areas, several proj-
ects also will work to find strategies for 
how to best teach some of the Houston 
area’s neediest students: impoverished 
readers, English Language Learners, and 
Special Education students struggling 
with mandated standardized tests.

http://www.houstonaplus.org/
Contact Catherine Araiza at 

caraiza@houstonaplus.org

Houston Center Report
(continued from page 5)

The most striking effect of our new 
community was among students who, 
in the past, had been told – implicitly, 
or explicitly – that they could not learn.  
The success they began to experience 
as teachers learned to vary instruction, 
to give up the hold they had on “knowl-
edge,” and to discover the passion that 
is waiting to be unleashed in every 
student, was infectious.  Kids who had 
been previously denied access to qual-
ity instruction discovered multiple entry 
points to learning.  They were invited 
to ask questions, and practiced craft-
ing better ones. Teachers held higher 
expectations for all students. There was 
a feeling of “we can do this!” in our 
school.  As we developed portfolios 
and presentations, too, students became 

more accountable for their learning.  
Parents who attended and participated 
in these student-led presentations often 
left in tears of joy, for they had never 
before seen their child as learner.  

We had tangible evidence (signifi-
cant increases in state and national test 
scores and college attendance, decreases 
in dropout rate, acts of violence, and 
discipline issues, and, most importantly, 
the narrowing of gaps in achievement 
among racial and socio-economic 
groups) to support the claim that ours 
was a learning community.  But statis-
tics cannot bring to life the “feel” of 
our school.  In three short years, we 
transformed a place where thinking 
and learning were habits reserved for a 
select few, where the intellectual needs 

(continued on page 18)

of most kids were undernourished, and 
where teachers worked in isolation and 
liked it that way, into a respectful com-
munity where all could learn to use 
their minds well.  An intellectual com-
munity grew and was nourished there;  
a culture whose seeds were planted and 
watered among the adults, and whose 
fruits were borne through the successes 
of the children under our stewardship.  

Beth Graham is a national facili-
tator for NSRF. She trains CFG coach-

es and coaches schools in aspects 
of education reform, including high 

school conversions to small schools in 
New England and nationally.  She can 
be reached at bethigraham@aol.com 
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owned everybody. We knew we 
belonged and that people cared. 

When I hit seventh grade, that all 
changed. I didn’t belong and I wasn’t 
wanted. That lack of community is so 
harmful. I hear people talk about small 
learning communities and tossing the 
word, “community,” around and doing 
things with educational decisions 
that superficially address the window 
coverings and structures that should 
lead to small learning communities. 
However, I don’t see an emphasis on 
what makes a community – how you 
create that belonging, that ownership 
of one another, that caring. Those 
things I really notice in our profession.

K: What did you notice about NSRF 
when you first heard about it or when 
you first became involved with it. Did 
anything surprise you?

Interview with Debbi Laidley
Katy Kelly, Indiana

When Debbi Laidley was 
appointed as NSRF’s new 
Co-Director, Katy Kelly 

of the National Center took some time 
to talk with her about her background, 
early experiences with NSRF work and  
hopes for the future.

Katy: Debbi, can you tell us a bit 
about your background and how it has 
shaped the educator you are today? 

Debbi: I don’t know if I can talk about 
my background without talking about 
my roots. I grew up in the deep South, 
in Arkansas, in the 60’s and 70’s when 
schools in my area were entirely seg-
regated. When I was in 7th grade, we 
started what was called, “Freedom 
of Choice.” It was supposed to be a 
voluntary integration program. What 
it actually meant was, for the first 
time, children and families who were 
in black schools could now have the 
“Freedom of Choice” to attend white 
schools, that almost invariably, had 
better facilities. Everything was better 
and everything was up to date.

It also meant that white students 
also had the “Freedom of Choice” to 
attend the schools that had traditional-
ly been all black. As you can imagine, 
the schools that had been traditionally 
all black, remained so. A really small 
handful of black students went to do 
the voluntary integration at white 
schools.

K: Were you one of them?

D: I was one of them. My mom 
taught, up until two years before 
this, at the same black school that 
I attended. She had been one of the 
black teachers that had been forcibly 
required to go teach at the white 
school two years earlier, because 
that had been kind of the easing-in 
of this whole thing. 

You take a few black teach-
ers and sprinkle them into white 
schools and a few white teach-
ers and sprinkle them into black 
schools, and get people to start 
thinking, “OK, this is going to hap-
pen, and you can get used to it, see, 
these people are OK.” Mom was one 
of those, “OK,” pioneers. I, and some 
of my friends were some of these 
first little seventh-graders who were 
pioneers.

Because of the difficulty of that 
whole period of time and the discrim-
ination that I experienced, both subtle 
and overt, I think I put a tremendous 
emphasis in my life on issues of equi-
ty everywhere. I see, I worry about, 
and I know that there is not equity, 
and it is right in front of my face all 
of the time.

One piece of it that I really am 
concerned about is the issue of com-
munity, or lack of. In black elemen-
tary schools there was such a tremen-
dous sense of community; everybody 

NSRF Mission Statement

The mission of the 
National School Reform Faculty

is to foster educational and 
social equity by empowering

 all people involved with schools 
to work collaboratively 

in refl ective democratic communities 
that create and support 

powerful learning experiences 
for everyone.

sitcoms and TV commercials that 
Madison Avenue dishes up regularly 
to reassure well-meaning whites, like 
me, that racism was laid to rest by the 
Civil Rights legislation of the sixties. 

DeMott goes on to say that this 
denial of racism’s existence as a 
foundation of our society leads to a 
shying away from the labeling of our 
society as a caste society. Relegating 
problems to the realm of individual 
differences between “prejudiced” 
individuals shifts the responsibility for 
dealing with those problems to those 
particular individuals and allows the 
majority of whites to see ourselves as 
blameless and powerless. 

Coupled with these images of 
friendship and sameness are stories of 
philanthropy, from the donations of 
super-wealthy whites, to the business 
partnerships that place white men-
tors in classrooms of color. What we 
don’t see in these media messages is 
any recognition of the efforts of lead-
ers of color. We don’t see Geoffrey 
Canada’s efforts in Harlem, or Robert 
Moses’s work in the Algebra Project. 
Instead, the loudly unspoken ques-
tion, the question of fault or blame for 
the ongoing achievement gap, looms 
large. If these white philanthropists 
offer a guarantee of a free ride to col-
lege to “these” kids and “they” don’t 
graduate, whose fault is it? If all of us 
white teachers, with our good inten-
tions and hard work, aren’t closing the 
gap, who’s to blame? Is it the kids, 
their parents, their culture? How much 
of this message gets internalized by 
students of color? And how much 
of this message do we internalize, 
despite our good intentions?

These questions of blame used 
to make me uncomfortable and for 
the most part I have challenged them 
silently, contenting myself with what 
I’ve called a “proactive” approach 
with students and their families. But 
now I’m thinking that in order to be 
truly proactive, I need to be much 
more explicit. With all students, I 
think I need to openly acknowledge 

Trouble with Friendship...
(continued from page 2)

(continued on page 16)

the existence of a current caste sys-
tem based on race and its relationship 
to the achievement gap. With col-
leagues, I need to ask the questions 
that DeMott’s analysis points to, 
asking whether I/we really believe 
that equal opportunities exist and that 
we’ve dealt with racism as a system-
atic form of oppression. Along the 
same lines, I need to recognize the 
ways that I’ve promoted a shallow 
form of racial unity, one based on the 
kinds of “friendship” or tolerance that 
DeMott outlines.

Concretely, I’ll be introduc-
ing norms with the “Willing to be 
Disturbed” section of Margaret 
Wheatley’s book Turning to One 
Another. Using this text and The 
Zones of Comfort, Risk and Danger 
has helped groups I’ve worked with 
recently move beyond the level of 
polite discourse into safe but prin-
cipled, probing conversations.

I’ll also be using an article 
called Educating African American 
Children: Credibility at a Crossroads 
by Brenda Campbell Jones and 
Franklin Campbell Jones, Ed.D. The 
authors raise questions about our 
system’s loss of legitimacy, a loss 
that continues to grow each day that 
our leaders make speeches about 
equity and our institutions, includ-
ing schools, continue to discriminate 
against poor children and children of 
color.

At the beginning of this piece 
I wondered how I would know if 
I was making progress as a white 
ally in the struggle for equity. Now 
I think that one way I’ll know is 
by my shift in framing questions. 
I think all of my work should be 
based on the intersection of “gap 
closing” and healthy cultural identi-
ties for kids, regardless of the racial 
make-up of the adult or student 
populations where I’m working.

Debbie Bambino can be contacted 
at dbambino@earthlink.net

damental features of group learn-
ing that they shared at the MLV 
Institute: 

1. The members of learning 
groups include adults as 
well as children.

2. Documenting children’s 
learning processes helps 
to make learning visible 
and shapes the learning 
that takes place.

3. Members of learning 
groups are engaged in the 
emotional and aesthetic 
as well as the intellectual 
dimensions of learn-
ing.

4. The focus of learning 
in groups extends beyond 
the learning of individuals 
to create a collective body 
of knowledge.

In his opening remarks at 
the Institute, Steve Seidel said 
he hoped we would leave with 
more questions than those we 
had when we arrived and I, for 
one, was very successful when 
measured by this standard! As 
I look over my notes, the pages 
are filled with quotes, wonder-
ings and a trove of questions. I’ll 
close here with just one, and I 
hope you’ll share your thoughts, 
questions and experiences in 
response to it: What happens at 
the intersection of group learning 
and documentation? 

You can contact 
Debbie Bambino at 

dbambino@earthlink.net 
 

For more information about 
these principles, and the MLV 

project, visit Project Zero 
at pzweb.harvard.edu 

For more information about 
Reggio Emilia Schools, visit 

zerosei.comune.re.it

Making Learning Visible...
(continued from page 7)

Debbi Laidley
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