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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 discussing the ideal of equity and what it
means. We also attempted to discuss
what equity looks like. The conversation 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 excellent programs and tools
to succeed. It is equitable when students have
options to find their own
success in their schooling
through programs that
demand a high level of
accountability and rigorous 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 education 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.
(continued on page 14)
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he central perspectives
advanced in Because of the
Kids: Facing Racial and
Cultural Differences in Schools are:
• Teacher beliefs, intentions and personalities are the most powerful factor 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 undermining 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 disruption 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 threeyear 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 crosscultural dynamics in their professional
and personal relationship, Karen’s relationships with her students of color, and
her ability to effectively deliver instruction 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 AfricanAmerican 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

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 conducted 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.
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Specifically, Karen designed a simulation about feudal empires for her
history class and designated student
roles, i.e. barbarians, slaves etc. When
a student balked at being “called a barbarian,” Karen was upset with his “attitude” 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 unwillingness to be straight about how she feels,
what her reservations are about receiving feedback, etc. Their collaborative
relationship grinds to a screeching halt
(continued on page 15)
Spring 2004

5/28/04, 3:44:27 PM

Winter Meeting...

Report from the Directors

(continued from page 10)

(continued from page 1)

Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote,
“Certainly there is a possible right for
you that precludes the need of balance and willful election … Place
yourself in the middle of the stream
of power and wisdom which animates
all whom it floats and you are without
effort impelled to truth, to right, and
a perfect contentment.” The 2004
NSRF Winter Meeting was a “journey
through mud to magic” (to paraphrase
my storytelling protocol partner) which
placed me back in the middle of the
stream of my life, impelling me toward
truth and right, if not perfect contentment.
Kim Carter can be reached at
kimcarter@mc2school.org

Our World Café
(continued from page 12)
I am still thinking about the question,
“What does equity look like?” Without
open conversation, how will we get
there? We won’t. We will continue
as an institution to tell ourselves we
are reaching all students when in fact
the data shows something very different. When every student is empowered
to take control of their learning and
all students see themselves as a vital
connection to the world, then we will
begin the road toward real reform.
Until then, the best we can do is pretend and congratulate ourselves for
thinking we are doing the right thing,
instead of actually doing the right
thing. It is not easy, but it is critical
to have that conversation. CFGs give
voice to progress and provide a check
on what does and does not work.
They bring voice to the table where
no voice existed. World Café is not a
panacea, but it is a bridge to the table
where conversations about where to go
begin.
Gregory Foote is a teacher
and CFG Coach at El Sereno
Middle School in Los Angeles.
He can be reached by email at
greglfoote@msn.com
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This year, the National Facilitators’ Meeting took place in Chicago in May.
Conversations among the National Facilitators at this meeting, as well as among
Center of Activity contacts at the annual Winter Meeting in January, are just two
ways that leaders in the organization learn with and from each other, thus supporting the growth and development of NSRF work nationally.
Hawaii was one of those parts of the country that - up until this spring – did
not have a formal way to participate in the decision making of NSRF, or to learn
with people in NSRF from other parts of the country. There were people interested in pursuing CFG work, but since Hawaii didn’t have any NSRF National
Facilitators, there was not a Center of Activity to support the work or to facilitate
CFG Coaches Seminars. Educators in Hawaii had to either go to the mainland for
their CFG Coaches’ seminars, or had to fly NSRF National Facilitators to Hawaii.
So, in February, two NSRF National Facilitators from the mainland and three
CFG Coaches from Hawaii co-planned and co-facilitated a two-day Introduction
to CFGs for 24 participants from Hawaiian schools. Following the two-day introduction, these CFG coaches from Hawaii were sponsored by an NSRF National
Facilitator in Los Angeles, and went to California to co-facilitate a full fiveday CFG coaches seminar with her.
Hawaii now has two NSRF National Facilitators, hopes to offer
CFG coaches seminars with follow-up, and is our newest NSRF Center of
Activity. One of the interesting things about Hawaii’s Center of Activity is that
it has involved public and charter schools, as well as independent schools, from
its inception. Intentionally bringing together these diverse strands of educators is
consistent with Hawaii’s cultural value of interdependence, and other Centers of
Activity will hopefully be able to learn from their experience and work together.
NSRF’s National Center provides some direct support to individual CFG
coaches, but the bulk of the National Center’s work is focused on supporting
local Centers of Activity and their National Facilitators. The NSRF National
Facilitators in the Hawaii Center of Activity are not bringing national projects to
their local community, but are instead using ideas, insights and tools gleaned from
their work with the work of others in NSRF’s national network to inform their
local work and context. That is what building capacity is all about.
From Hawaii to Maine, to Washington and Florida, NSRF Centers of Activity
are providing the necessary support to help educators move away from their previously isolated practice toward the development of collaborative learning communities. The ultimate goal? To support every child in developing his or her full
capacity as a person, as a learner, and as a responsible citizen.
Steve Bonchek, Gene Thompson-Grove and Daniel Baron are the three CoDirectors of NSRF. They may be contacted at the following email addresses:
Steve Bonchek - harmony@indiana.edu
Gene Thompson-Grove - gthomspongrove@earthlink.net
Daniel Baron- dbaron@bloomington.in.us
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Pathways:

Charting a Course for Professional Learning
Book Review by Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

I

t’s the first Saturday of
the month and here in
Philadelphia that means
our leadership CFG is meeting. We had just finished our
“opening moves” and one of
the principals was puzzling
over how to offer space and
time for the diverse professional learning needs of her
staff. After hearing her concerns, I slipped out of the
meeting and ran upstairs, to
get Marjorie Larner’s new
book, Pathways: Charting
a Course for Professional
Learning. I had had an “aha”
earlier in the week when I was
reading the book and thought
our CFG would benefit from
it.
I know we all talk about
customizing agendas and processes to fit the needs of our
groups and schools, but there’s
something about Marjorie’s
book that makes this customization tangible. She shares a
“Continuum of Participation”
template and a “Ways to
Participate in Professional
Development” menu that empower
teachers and groups to chart their
courses in very specific ways. It was
this notion of differentiation that struck
a chord for me. Have we been guilty
of too narrow a focus on the ways and

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 reflective democratic communities
that create and support
powerful learning experiences
for everyone.

any impact or value for our
kids. We know “one size
fits all” doesn’t work for
our students, but we often
still try to use this model
for adults. I have a really
strong hunch that using the
tools in Pathways will help
us develop differentiated
learning plans that empower
teachers and administrators
to move forward using many
paths toward their shared
destination of greater student
success.
Members of my CFG
are ordering copies of
Pathways as they begin
working on their plans for
summer trainings and school
improvement. I look forward
to hearing about the ways
they use this new resource at
their schools and I urge others to use this tool too!

times adults learn?
As a coach, I am continually
doing the dance between mandated
and voluntary professional learning,
worrying about buy-in and whether
mandated teacher “learning” has

Marjorie Larner is
a former teacher and
administrator. She is
currently a staff developer
at the Denver-based Public
Education and Business Coalition
(PEBC). Marjorie is a member
of NSRF and Colorado Critical
Friends Group. You can contact her
at larnerm@earthlink.net, and order
Pathways at www.heinemann.com
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