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The central perspectives 
advanced in Because of the 
Kids: Facing Racial and 

Cultural Differences in Schools are:
• Teacher beliefs, intentions and per-

sonalities are the most powerful fac-
tor in the determination of individual 
student success or failure, surpassing 
the role of the curriculum or other 
structural factors in schools.

• White teachers, because of their 
unconscious racial and cultural biases, 
may in fact be unwittingly under-
mining the success of their students 
of color.

• Given the disproportionate number 
of white teachers responsible for 
the education of poor children and 
children of color, and the profound 
impact of their behavior and beliefs 
on these students, white teachers 
have a special role to play in the dis-
ruption of the achievement gap.

Armed with this framework, 
Because of the Kids traces the story of 
the journey two teacher researchers, 
Jennifer E. Obidah and Karen Manheim 
Teel, took over the course of a three-
year inquiry into Karen’s classroom 
interactions with her students. In their 
book both authors offer readers a candid 
view of their rocky road to a deeper 
understanding of the multilayered cross-
cultural dynamics in their professional 
and personal relationship, Karen’s rela-
tionships with her students of color, and 
her ability to effectively deliver instruc-
tion to them.

 This collaborative inquiry began 
when Karen approached Jennifer while 
the two were graduate students at 
Berkeley. As a previously successful 
white teacher of mostly white, middle 
class adolescents, Karen was deeply 
troubled by her later less-successful 
efforts in support of inner-city African-
American youth.  Karen knew that 
Jennifer, a West Indian immigrant and 
teacher-researcher, had a reputation as 
a successful teacher of inner-city youth 
and consequently invited Jennifer into 
her classroom on a regular basis to 
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observe and analyze the disconnect 
that Karen felt existed between her 
and her new students. 

In the study, the two teachers 
met biweekly to compare notes and 
monthly to “break bread” and deepen 
their broader friendship. Jennifer also 
administered student questionnaires, 

held student focus groups and con-
ducted individual student interviews 
as part of the data collection process.
 The power in this account lies in 
the honest exchange of views between 
the two teachers. Their struggles 
and their ability to continue working 
despite their considerable personal 
pain are a testimony of their mutual 
commitment “because of the kids.” 
 The description of the risks 
involved when people of different 
racial/cultural backgrounds engage in 
frank conversation about behaviors 
and assumptions that cut deeply into 
their own self-concept is powerful. 
For example, when Karen writes 
about her frustration at learning that 
in doing her best she has not only 
missed the mark, but also hurt her 
students’ feelings and chances of 
success, her distress is palatable. 

Specifically, Karen designed a simu-
lation about feudal empires for her 
history class and designated student 
roles, i.e. barbarians, slaves etc. When 
a student balked at being “called a bar-
barian,” Karen was upset with his “atti-
tude” and unaware of her role in their 
conflict. 

In Karen’s words:
  “I was convinced of the 
‘rightness’ of the activity ... and 
had taken time to prepare it with 
the students best interests in mind 
... Role-playing ... was a way 
of adhering to advice from the 
educational literature ... How could 
such a strategy go wrong? When 
students’ responses did not follow 
my expectations, I shifted the blame: 
It was the students’ fault (p. 53).”
 The same situation from Jennifer’s 
standpoint:
 “In the incident we named “Why 
You Call Me a Barbarian” ... initially 
Karen’s actions were actually 
working against her own good 
intentions students were exhibiting   
undesirable (to Karen) behavior, 
even though their behavior was in 
direct response to Karen’s actions, 
which did not take into account her 

students’ racial and cultural identities 
(p. 55)”
 As a result of the teachers’ 
collaboration over time, Karen was 
able to understand and change her 
behaviors. She continued to use 
creative lessons and methods, but did 
not assign roles that could be received 
as labels that were demeaning to her 
students. She stopped labeling every 
student disagreement as “kids getting 
an attitude” and examined her own 
practices more closely. She became a 
reflective practitioner around issues of 
equity.
 In another incident, Jennifer writes 
about a painful experience and being 
fed up with Karen and her unwilling-
ness to be straight about how she feels, 
what her reservations are about receiv-
ing feedback, etc. Their collaborative 
relationship grinds to a screeching halt 

(continued on page 15)

year to schools like ours.  The integrity 
of our Critical Friends Groups was 
missing.  One or two CFGs do still 
meet on their own time, but their work 
does not filter out to the larger school 
in the ways it did last year.  

 At this year’s Winter Meeting 
we spent great amounts of time dis-
cussing the ideal of equity and what it 
means.  We also attempted to discuss 
what equity looks like.  The conversa-
tion was rich and insightful.   I felt 
as if my experience in Philadelphia 
meant more to me as an educator than 
any other experience I have had in 14 
years in this business.  I returned to 
Los Angeles with hopes and thoughts 
of creating a better and more equitable 
world for the children of my school.  
So what does the mandated meeting 
scenario I’ve described have to do with 
equity? 

 It is equal when all 
students are given excel-
lent programs and tools 
to succeed.  It is equi-
table when students have 
options to find their own 
success in their schooling 
through programs that 
demand a high level of 
accountability and rigor-
ous higher-level thinking.  
Both, the AVID program 
and the AEMP program 
do this.  Without the time 

to carefully look at the work we and 
students do, these programs and others 
will go by the wayside.  Our school’s 
AVID program is in doubt for next 
year, as are many other programs that 
help students to succeed.  We may not 
be able to answer what equity in educa-
tion looks like, but it is quite clear to 
most when they don’t see it.

Today, I sometimes wonder if it 
is too late to make the changes needed 
to stop the inertia of the state’s taking 
control of our school; but then I still 
hope that we can be honest about our 
direction.  I hope that we can look at 
the children we teach and give them, 
all of them, the education they deserve.  

A number of us had been to 
the NSRF Winter Meeting 
in 2003 and had found the 

World Café experience enlightening 
and refreshing.  We thought that it 
would be a great avenue to begin the 
discussion about what Critical Friends 
Groups could do for our 
failing school. One way we 
tried to make a fundamental 
difference in the school’s 
collaborative climate was 
to have a World Café dur-
ing Common Planning 
Time on a Thursday last 
school year. We had hoped 
to find promise for our 
future.  We had asked to 
have every 4th Thursday 
of our school’s Thursday 
Common Planning Time 
set aside for CFGs.  This 
would give one hour each 
month to those teach-
ers who were interested in meeting 
in CFGs.  Our World Café was our 
launching pad.  All teachers were invit-
ed.  We had refreshments and flowers.  
We lowered the lights and read a poem.  
We put paper on the tables for doodling 
and began our World Café conversa-
tions.  

We had about 30 teachers attend.   
Directly from that experience four new 
CFGs formed.  Every 4th Thursday 
until the end of the school year, those 
CFGs met regularly, as did three oth-
ers that had already formed before the 
World Café experience.  We had seven 
active CFGs in all.  The attitude among 
participants was fantastic.  Groups had 
dedicated members who would get 
together to talk about their particular 
programs.  Programs were spawned 
and others flourished as a result of  this 
enthusiastic, collaborative work. For 
example,  AVID, our college prepara-
tory program, began and our Academic 
English Mastery Program was strength-
ened.  Other ongoing programs, such as 
our school’s Environmental Academy, 
now had a venue to focus on their 
needs and their direction.  Each group 

was a voluntary core of teachers sup-
porting each other in their examination 
of  student learning and their decision 
making about the direction they felt 
students of our school should take.  
We were looking at student work and 
at our building data to determine posi-

tive changes in 
our classroom 
practice.  Every 
one of those 
CFG teachers 
returned to El 
Sereno Middle 
School this year 
with high hopes 
of creating fun-
damental change.  
It was amazing 
to feel the ideas 
and energy among 
teachers who had 

worked hard 
and found the 
rewards gained 
from collabo-
rating on their 
work with col-
leagues.  

Sadly, 
when we 
returned this 
year, we 
found that 
this CFG time had been taken away 
and replaced with mandatory team, 
grade level, and department meet-
ings.  While these meetings have their 
place and importance, the fundamental 
issue of truthful conversation about 
the direction of where we wanted 
the school to go took a back seat to 
mandated directives and informational 
department meetings.  Our thoughtful, 
voluntary, guided support changed to 
mandatory Tuesday meetings where 
protocols were prescribed and articles 
were chosen for us.  Our Tuesday 
meetings were mandated because we 
are an under-performing school.  The 
district prescribes 16 Tuesdays per 

Our World Café
Gregory Foote, California

“Sadly, when 
we returned this 

year, we found 
that this CFG 

time had been 
taken away and 

replaced with 
mandatory team, 
grade level, and 

department 
meetings.” 

 (continued on page 14)
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Partner Fishbowl:
A Structure to Start and Deepen the Conversation

fishbowl was very helpful in their 
learning about how to participate in a 
protocol effectively and that the col-
laboration with a partner reduces the 
stress of doing protocols. 

Partner Fishbowl for Experienced 
Groups
The partner fishbowl is also an 
effective way to push experienced 
groups to deepen the conversation. 
With an experienced group, the 
facilitator asks the partners to 
consult with each other about what 
questions or comments might push the 
conversation deeper at different points 
during the protocol. We have found 
this practice to add significant depth 
to the ensuing conversation because 
everyone involved in the protocol is 
focused and proactive about this goal. 

The facilitator’s partner should 
help the facilitator make decisions 
about how to lead the protocol with 
an emphasis on getting to the harder 
questions. The role of the presenter’s 
partner is critical in experienced 
groups because pushing the conversa-
tion deeper involves a greater risk for 
the presenter. The partner gives the 
presenter, through frequent check-ins 
about comfort level and learnings, the 
necessary support so that participants 
can push harder. Another advantage 
of a partner for the presenter is that 
it allows the facilitator to concentrate 
his/her efforts on deepening the con-
versation as the presenter’s needs are 
met by someone else. In my experi-
ence as a facilitator, being relieved of 
the duty of assuring the comfort of the 
presenter has helped me to lead proto-
cols more effectively. 

We hope you will try out this way 
to structure protocols and we would 
love to hear about other uses groups 
find for it. 

Melissa Kagel can be reached at 
nissa@vermontel.net

both beginning groups who are using 
the protocols for the first time, and for 
experienced groups hoping to push the 
conversation deeper. 

Partner Fishbowl for Groups New 
to Protocols
With new groups, the aim of the 
partner fishbowl is to familiarize 
the group with the protocol and to 
allow reflection on how to effectively 
engage in the protocol. During the 
protocol, the facilitator, who should 
be an experienced CFG member, 
stops the protocol at each major 
transition and asks the partners 
to together prepare things such as 
probing questions, responses to 
describing student work rounds, or 
points to be made in a conversation. 

Only the person 
sitting in the inner 
circle is part of 
the conversation 
when the protocol 
recommences, 
but the time with 
the partner helps 
beginners to 
figure out what is 
appropriate and 
effective to say 
during a protocol.

Another 
advantage of the 
partner fishbowl 

for beginning groups is that the pre-
senter can get support, preferably 
from an experienced CFG member. 
While the participant partners are 
discussing responses, the presenter’s 
partner should find out how the pre-
senter is responding to the feedback, 
help the presenter to clarify his/her 
learning from the protocol, and 
make any requests of the facilita-
tor to increase the utility or safety of 
the protocol. This is a very helpful 
resource for people who may not be 
accustomed to having their work criti-
cally examined by peers.

Participants beginning to use pro-
tocols have remarked that the partner 

The Vermont Center of Activity 
has been piloting a format for 
doing “fishbowl” protocols 

that we would like to share. A fish-
bowl refers to an arrangement where a 
larger group of participants is broken 
into an inner and outer circle with the 
inner circle actively participating in 
the protocol and the outer providing 
feedback. The fishbowl can be used 
with any of the NSRF protocols. 

The Partner Fishbowl is a varia-
tion of this method that we have found 
to get all participants to be more active 
in the protocol, to provide a higher 
level of safety for the presenter and 
participants, to be an excellent way to 
introduce the use of protocols and to 
be effective for pushing the conversa-
tion deeper during protocols.

How does it work? As the name 
implies, everyone participating in the 
protocol - presenter, facilitator, and 
participants - is paired with a partner. 
Each pair has one member sitting in 
the inner and one member sitting in 
the outer circle at any given time; each 
participant pair decides which of them 
will start where (though the presenter 
and the facilitator will necessarily be 
in the inner circle). During the proto-
col, the facilitator stops the conversa-
tion at certain points and has the part-
ners consult with each other. Pairs can 
switch circles during these stopping 
points if they so desire. We have found 
the partner fishbowl to work well with 
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Melissa Kagel, Vermont
Compassion...

(continued from page 6)

public our inferences as members of 
groups.  In another section he addresses 
intervening in groups and articulates 
clearly the ways in which group mem-
bers can express emotions so that 
it increases the effectiveness of the 
group’s work.   This section had great 
appeal to me personally because emo-
tional energy is so powerful and has so 
much potential for creating conditions 
for doing great work with a group.  The 
stickler is that power, as defined by 
Ken McLeod in Wake-Up to Your Life, 
is the ability to be present in intentional 
action.  This is why facilitation is both 
cognitively and emotionally demand-
ing.

So What? Now What?
The biggest challenge for each of us as 
coaches, facilitators, and human beings 
is to act congruently with our espoused 

core values.  
 Here are two other sets of core 
values that Schwarz describes as a 
contrast to the Mutual Learning Model 
that he espouses.

Set One:
1. Achieve your goals.
2. Maximize winning and minimize 
loss.
3. Minimize generating or expressing 
negative feelings.
4. Act according to what you consider 
rational.
 Underlying assumptions: I 
understand the situation.  I have pure 
motives.  My negative feelings are jus-
tified.
Set Two:
1. Everyone participates in defining 
the purpose.
2. Everyone wins and no one loses.

3. Express your feelings.
4. Suppress your intellectual reasoning.
 Underlying assumptions: In order 
for people to learn, be involved and 
committed, people must come to the 
right answer by themselves.  The group 
does not want my help, but I have the 
right answer.

Before going to your next facilitation 
experience, use Schwarz’s conceptual 
framework and inquire into your own 
core values and the assumptions that 
underlie them. Is there a connection 
between your “talk” and your “walk”? 
This is a recurrent question that must 
be posed as our groups and our work 
evolve.

Email Christelle Estrada at 
christelleestrada@hotmail.com, and

order The Skilled Facilitator at 
www.amazon.com

when Jennifer decides to publish her 
work in the study, her dissertation, as 
part of her plans to enter academia and 
Karen tries to block Jennifer’s plans. 
Karen begins the exchange by demand-
ing a co-authoring credit and the kid 
gloves get dropped. Jennifer’s feelings 
of risk and pain as she’s being threat-
ened by Karen are devastating.
  “I was being encouraged by my 
professors to publish my dissertation as 
a natural aspect of making myself mar-
ketable for the profession … Karen felt 
disillusioned by my actions and her hurt 
led to her being a threat to the publica-
tion of my dissertation (p. 74).”

As I read this part of the book, I 
found myself wondering about the risks 
that colleagues of color take each time 
they form  professional and personal 
relationships with white colleagues like 
me …

However, just when it looks like a 
legal battle is about to heat up between 
the two women, Karen apologizes and 

the collaboration continues.
  Later, with the help of an inter-

view with Lisa Delpit, both teachers 
are able to understand the role of their 
cultural differences in the ways they 
define conflict and either embrace 
or avoid it. Here’s a sample of Lisa 
Delpit’s analysis:

 “And in your case Jennifer…you 
expect, if somebody has something 
on their mind, they bring it up…And 
that was one of the things that I think 
caused you all some conflict, because 
you’re expecting if something’s on 
Karen’s mind, Karen’s gonna say it. (p. 
84)”

Meanwhile, Karen believed, 
according to her remarks to Lisa 
Delpit, that a good relationship was 
“one with no conflict (p. 84).”

Throughout the text the implica-
tions of the lessons the teachers learn 
about communication, assumptions, 
and their impact on adult and stu-
dent interaction are clearly described 

and should be of real value for all 
teachers concerned with closing the 
achievement gap in our classrooms 
and schools. But the broader value of 
this study lies in its lessons for any-
one interested in the ways we negoti-
ate relationships across the persistent 
racial divide that hobbles our progress 
as teachers. The experience chronicled 
by these two educators addresses a 
gap in the current literature about the 
multilayered impact of race on teach-
ing and learning in diverse classrooms. 
I applaud the honesty, courage, and 
persistence of these authors and I 
think their explicit conversations about 
things usually left unsaid, out there “on 
the skinny branches,” offer many les-
sons for those of us working in Critical 
Friends Groups.

Debbie Bambino can be reached 
at dbambino@earthlink.net.  You 

can order  Because of the Kids at 
www.amazon.com

Because of the Kids...
(continued from page 5)
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