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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.  
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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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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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