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laborated with peers 
and refined their think-
ing as a result of their 
heightened awareness 
of both their process 
and their abilities, 
individually and as a 
group.

I was struck by 
many aspects of the 
students’ learning, 
not the least of which 
was the very power 
of their collective 
thinking. This process 
was way beyond the 
cooperative learning 
models that I had seen 
and used. This wasn’t 
cooperative work to 
make large classes 
manageable, it was 
true collaboration. The 
students weren’t fol-
lowing someone else’s 
script. Instead, these 
kids were building on 
each other’s thinking, 
asking and answering 
their own questions. At 
one point the students 
decided to make sure 
their city “worked.” 
They decided, among 
themselves, that an 
important test for 
determining whether a 
city worked or not was 
your ability to travel 
from one place to any 
other place through 
the streets. Once they 
agreed to this criterion, 
they designed a test 
and used their fingers 

to trace the streets from one side of 
their city to the other.  When their test 
worked, all three times, they expressed 
satisfaction with their model. This was 
real student empowerment!

Project Zero has learned many 
lessons from its collaboration with the 
Reggio schools. Here are the four fun-

Making Learning Visible - Project Zero
Learning from the Students of Reggio Emilia

Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

How do we doc-
ument teaching 
and learning 

in our classrooms and 
schools? How do we 
know they know? How 
do teachers arrive at 
authentic, inquiry ques-
tions and how can I sup-
port that process? This 
is just a sampling of the 
questions I brought with 
me as I made my way 
to the Making Learning 
Visible (MLV) Institute 
at Project Zero in July.

As a member of the 
Lucent Collaborative 
Learning Community 
Project Team, I have 
been actively exploring 
the notions of inquiry 
and documentation, and 
the ways both interact to 
inform teacher prac-
tice in schools. At 
the MLV Institute, I 
took a step back from 
my starting point of 
teaching implica-
tions to look long 
and hard at the role 
of documentation 
for students’ under-
standing of their own 
learning. This new 
point of entry, while 
it now seems obvious 
to me, added layers 
to my thinking and 
questioning.

At the institute 
we were treated to 
the visual essays 
of students at the 
Reggio Emilia schools in Italy. In one 
unit, the Reggio kids worked together 
in small groups to commit their 
impressions of their “city” to paper. 
While the students documented their 
understanding in pictures, their teach-
ers recorded notes about their process 
as well as their running dialogue. 

When taken together, the students’ 
thoughts and their collaborative draw-
ings offered a rich window into their 
thinking. This window was an invalu-
able resource for the teachers as they 
planned their next steps, but it was 
also a resource for the students as they 
reflected on their own thoughts, col-

The girls’ city

The boys’ city

(continued on page 18)

Winter Meeting -
  Then & Now

In December 1995, the National 
School Reform Faculty convened its 
fi rst Winter Meeting in Chicago, and 
what began as a small gathering for 
those early cohorts of  newly trained 
CFG Coaches has become an annual 
source of  renewal for hundreds, 
providing time to think and inquire, 
and space for courageous work to 
take root.

We know that sustained, focused 
conversations with one another 
are among the most essential ele-
ments of the work we do.  So join us in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts to do the 
work you most need to do, with the 
people whose wisdom, perspective, 
and skill you most need. Recon-
nect with colleagues from your 
CFG Coaches Institute, from your 
Facilitative Leaders Seminar, or from 
past Winter Meetings.  Meet the col-
leagues from around the country you 
don’t yet know you have.

We will work in the ways our 
CFGs do, and for two and a half  
days, we’ll use the tools and pro-
cesses of  our CFGs to deepen our 
skills, to press for insights, and to 
fi nd courage in community.  We’ll 
spend time in small groups, looking 
at student work, asking tough ques-
tions, and taking the time we need 
to do the work we need to do most.  
Coaches Clinics will provide oppor-
tunities to learn from one another as 
we share what we know and what we 
still wonder.

Logistics

When
 January 13th-15th, 2005
 Begins 8am Thursday, ends  
 12:30pm Saturday 
Where
 All sessions will be held at the
 Hyatt Regency Cambridge
 575 Memorial Drive
 Cambridge, Massachuetts 
Cost
 Standard- $350
 Coaches Clinic Presenters:
 One session-  $325
 Two sessions-  $300
Meals
 Breakfast will be provided.  
 Lunch and dinner are on your  
 own. A reception with light  
 hors d’oeuvres will be held  
 Thursday night at the Hyatt.
Lodging
 Hyatt Regency Cambridge
 575 Memorial Drive
 Cambridge, Massachusetts
 Phone - 617.492.1234
 www.cambridge.hyatt.com
 Group rate - $99/night
 single/double. Rate expires  
 on December 11th, 2004
Registration Deadline
 Please register by 
 December 11th, 2004
Register online at

 www.nsrfharmony.org/  
 wintermeeting.html
Questions?
 Call Sarah Childers at   
 812.330.2702, or email  
 nsrf@harmonyschool.org

Critical Friends Groups - 
  Then & Now

In September 1995, members of  
the fi rst 90 Critical Friends Groups 
brought their chairs around a table 
and began work that changed their 
professional lives.  

Today, more than 10.000 educa-
tors in schools across the country 
come together in CFGs with a 
shared commitment to improve 
student achievement.  We hold each 
other accountable for continu-
ously adapting our practice to meet 
the needs of  all learners, we share 
resources and ideas, and we support 
each other in implementing new 
practices.  Whether we call ourselves 
Critical Friends, Facilitative Lead-
ers, or members of  a Professional 
Learning Community, the commit-
ments we hold are the same:

• to be refl ective
• to make our practice public to 

one another
• to frame meaningful questions 

and ask for substantive feed-
back from our colleagues

•  to hold each other account-
able for meeting the needs of  
students who struggle most

•  to ask the kinds of  questions 
that provoke and challenge 
both our assumptions and our 
habits 

•  to believe that together we are 
even more capable of  know-
ing what we need to know and 
learning what we need to do 
than we are alone

    9thAnnual

WinterMeeting
NSRF

...a space for 
     courageous work         
              to take root...

Cambridge, Massachusetts 
January 13th - 15th, 2005

Register online at www.nsrfharmony.org/wintermeeting.html
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Four years ago, when I became 
principal of a small school in 
a large, urban, conversion high 

school, I had the rare opportunity to 
grow a new community.  I resolved to 
create a school that sharply contrasted 
from the non-intellectual institutions 
of which I had been a product.  In 
order to begin this task, I featured 
and promoted myself as head learner.  
For students, teachers, and parents, I 
modeled “not knowing”: I was curious, 
asked a lot of questions, and resisted 
easy solutions.  As a result, I helped 
us begin to manage the ambiguity that 
comes from doing school differently.  
We began to understand, for example, 
that teaching and learning are complex 
issues, and must remain at a complex 
level if we are to do deep, meaningful 
work in schools.  Because I made my 
own learning public, teachers started to 
buy in, and a few began to share in the 
decisions that affected our school.  

But growing a professional learn-
ing community among all adults in our 
school meant emerging from a deeply 
embedded context of privatized teacher 
practice.  What would it take to shift 
the culture of adults in order to best 
serve the needs of all students?  We 
had to learn to work differently.  

First, we had to create new struc-
tures to support our new learning.  A 
schedule was created, therefore, that 
provided common planning time for 
teachers. Having time available was 
not enough, however; teachers required 
my support as facilitator of those meet-
ings in order to transfer their experi-
ence with traditional curriculum into 
unexplored realms of essential ques-
tions and integrated, interdisciplinary, 
and thematic units of study. To make 
connections among disciplines explicit to 
our students, we learned that we needed 
first to uncover and make explicit those 
connections to ourselves.  Planning meet-
ings were characterized by simultaneous 
frustration and excitement; as we learned 
and practiced thoughtful, reflective, and 
civil discourse, however, our curriculum 
began to emerge.

While structures 
such as common plan-
ning time were critical to 
support our new learning, 
how we used the struc-
tures was pivotal in our 
becoming a professional 
learning community. 
For example, in addition 
to our core curriculum 
meetings, a weekly meet-
ing was convened for all 
advisors. While devel-
oping close, personal 
relationships with some 
kids was not new for us, 
formalizing this kind 
of experience for every 
kid was new to all of us. 
We needed each other to 
learn how to be advisors, and so, we 
became an advisory group of sorts:  
we learned to share our successes and 
challenges with one another.  Unlike 
meetings characterized by blaming and 
shaming students and families, in these 
meetings, we used the Consultancy 
Protocol to ask for and receive the 
kind of feedback we needed from each 
other in order to improve our practice.  
As a full participant in these meetings, 
I often presented the dilemmas I faced 
from working with my own group of 
twelve adolescents.  I brought authen-
tic work to the table, modeled vulner-
ability for my staff  (thereby making 
it safe for them to go public with their 
work), and received invaluable support 
from colleagues. 

Using protocols to do our work 
and engaging in reflective practice 
became hallmarks of our emerging 
community.  Staff meetings opened 
with Connections, a time of transition 
from our work with children to our 
work with adults that allowed us to 
breathe and to gain perspective on our 
work. Because I kept “administrivia” 
out of the way of what I considered 
to be the “real” work of teaching and 
learning (morning memos and email 
were the vehicles for communicating 
the urgent, but not important issues 

in our school), we also had time in 
meetings to write together.  Most of us 
kept journals, and we learned that we 
needed that space and time to reflect 
together as a community of adult 
learners, and as individuals. Using the 
Collaborative Assessment Conference, 
we examined student work from mul-
tiple perspectives, and surfaced our 
(often contradictory) assumptions about 
teaching and learning. Finally, the 
Tuning Protocol allowed us to ask for 
help in improving our assignments, and 
to design authentic assessments that 
provoked students to demonstrate deep 
understanding.

These structured conversations 
were so much more than nimble 
exercises and clever activities – this 
became the way we worked in our 
school.  It was our culture.  

As a result, the adults in our 
school became collaborators, and, 
ultimately, modeled thinking and learn-
ing for our kids. It was not unusual to 
observe teachers being transparent in 
their practice in front of kids:  “Where 
do you think we should go next?”  
“What do you think we need to do to 
support your learning?” As teachers 
became more comfortable in their new 
roles as coaches, or facilitators of learn-
ing, most were able to slip the bonds of 
having to be the expert in the room.  

School Three -
The Cambridge Rindge and Latin School
Beth Graham, Massachusetts

(continued on page 19)

The Cambridge Rindge and Latin School

one that is entering its third year. 
The thing I remember most is how 
excited we were about the fact that 
there were really smart people in the 
room. And together, we were going 
to have the luxury of time to sit and 
learn together. At the same time 
there was that feeling of tentative-
ness. “Am I really going to be safe? 
What do we have to do to make sure 
that we’re safe?”  We all worked 
in the same building, at that time, 
and we knew that each of us had 
alliances with people in the build-
ing who were not a member of our 
group. There were concerns about 
confidentiality. There were concerns 
about, just how honest we can be, 
really. There were concerns about 
making sure that we were clear 
about what we wanted to get out of 
this, that the time was not a waste 
of time. 

K: Had you been part of a CFG 
before you coached that one? 

D: No. I had learned from my expe-
rience of having used protocols 
extensively at my school and having 
gone through transition work later 
on from Annenberg to the UCLA 
SMP. 

K: What did you learn from this 
experience?

D: The thing I learned the most is 
the importance of being honest with 
new coaches in coach’s institute and 
about how much we’re learning that 
we don’t know. Even now, with as 
many institutes as we do at UCLA, 
and even with having been a CFG 
member for going on three years 
with a really stable CFG, coaching 
two others, and being a member of 
a second one, there are still so many 
things I don’t know, that I am finding 
out, and I am amazed at all of this 
work. I feel that I am just as green as 
I was when I coached my first CFG!

K: Can you talk a little more about 
learning how much you don’t know?

D: I think it really has put us in good 
stead that we’ve really had to be hum-
ble, because we truly couldn’t even 
possibly think that we knew anything, 
going in. We just continue to feel that 
same way, that we have had lots more 
experiences, and still know that there 
is a lot that we don’t know, and that 
same sense of humility and wonder 
and questioning, but then hopefulness 
that we could think of that first insti-
tute. I think we still have that and I 
think that is what makes our institutes 
good at UCLA.

K: You talk about a sense of hope-
fulness. What hope do you have for 
schools now?

D: The hope that I see comes from 
a heightened sense of awareness of 
subtle discriminations and not just a 
willingness, but a sense of responsibil-
ity, to not let that be OK. The example 
that comes to my mind is watching 
students on TV from schools in east 
Los Angeles, which are the schools I 
serve. They were protesting in front 
of the school about the number of 
army and other military recruiters that 
more or less stay at our schools. They 
wanted to know why these people are 
practically camped-out on our school 
site, when they’re not visible at the 
schools in the San Fernando Valley 
and the affluent areas.  I think a few 
years ago, students I was working 
with may have not been willing to say 
that or to take action around it or may 
not have even noticed that. 

The other thing that gives me 
hope is seeing teachers and certain 
administrators feel the impact that 
a true CFG or truly using CFG pro-
cesses can have on their school. The 
story that comes to mind is about high 
school kids who noticed something 
going on with their teachers who had 
been to Critical Friends Institutes. The 
teachers had started coming into one 

another’s rooms and watching each 
other. The kids noticed that the teach-
ers were starting to use similar practic-
es. One of these teachers told me a kid 
came up to her and said, “ Miss…, are 
you guys learning something?” (laugh-
ing) and that gave me hope. 

K: (laughing) That’s wonderful. 
Debbi, looking back over your grow-
ing involvement in NSRF – which 
began with the “California Protocol” at 
the Foshay Learning Center and grew 
rapidly as your positions within LA 
Unified and UCLA SMP evolved, and 
even included co-hosting the NSRF 
Winter Meeting in 2003, your recent 
acceptance of the role of co-director-
ship in NSRF isn’t that surprising!
What are you going to do as a director 
of NSRF?

D: (laughing) I don’t know, yet.

K: (laughing) What do you hope you 
might do?

D: You know, this is probably going to 
sound funny because it’s not going to 
sound very…specific. Again, it goes 
back to that thing about community 
for me. As I listen to our group on the 
listserv, in groups of three, in groups 
of twelve, any group that I’m a part 
of in NSRF, the thing that I notice is 
a need to really pay attention to com-
munication. So that’s where my focus 
lies right now, in really listening and 
watching to see what are the dynam-
ics of communication.  I think it’s not 
a coincidence that, “communicating” 
and, “community” are practically the 
same word. That’s my focus. I don’t 
know how that will play out, but that’s 
my interest. 

Debbi Laidley can be reached at 
debra.laidley@lausd.net

Katy Kelly can be reached at 
kkelly@harmonyschool.org
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