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I

t was the first meeting of our third
year together as a CFG. We knew
we had come a long way when one
member immediately stepped forward
with student work, and even requested
a tuning protocol to refine her assignment. In the beginning most of us
had to be convinced to bring even our
studentsʼ best work. It was a sign that
we were doing something right. We
had stuck together and established the
kind of support and trust that allows for
risk-taking and for deep, honest conversations.

While our meetings have always
been substantial and helpful, we agreed
at the end of last year that we needed to
take our work to a different level. And
what was that next step? Were there
ways, for instance, of applying in our
classrooms what we have learned from
our own collaborative work?
This question was the first item on
the agenda. It was apparent within minutes, though, that with the long summer
interlude and the bustling first weeks of
school, the question was too removed
for us to consider in a deliberate way.
It seemed a good moment to shift the
agenda and move straight into looking
at the third grade work to give us some
grounding. The familiar rhythm of the
tuning protocol was comforting.
With this strong reminder of how
thoughtfully we worked together, again
we addressed our question: how might
we take this work into the classroom?
Were there aspects of the tuning pro-
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tocol itself that could be adapted?
Immediately some anxiety surfaced.
“Impossible.” “Not enough time.”
“Wait a minute! Remember: we are a
seasoned group! Letʼs take a look at
it.” What was the essence of the protocol anyway? Wasnʼt it about giving
and receiving thoughtful feedback?
A number of people shared how they
were already using aspects of this protocol with their students from lower
through upper school.
The conversation continued,
though a bit ragged. I said at one
point, “We arenʼt
sure where we are
going with this.” One
member said in jest,
“Well, why donʼt you
know?” I laughed.
“Because Iʼm the
teacher, right?” To
my mind, though, this
was precisely what
we needed as a group
at that moment: to
be ragged and to find
our way together.
Finally a foreign
language teacher suggested that our
essential question might be: how do
we bring more reflection into the classroom? With that question, the conversation turned a corner.
Wasnʼt this exactly the point of
our own meetings: a time to step
back from the busyness of our days to
reflect on our practice? Werenʼt our
studentsʼ lives often as pressured and
fragmented as ours? How could we
create for them the same opportunity
for more reflection? We were starting
to forge a direction that was acceptable to the whole group. We agreed
to focus, for this year, on developing
ways to encourage our students to
become more reflective about their
own work.
The next morning there was an
excited e-mail from one member about
a successful class discussion with his
sixth graders regarding group norms.
He ended the message: I love our

group and how we work together. I
want my classes to have the same feel.
There is something tremendously
satisfying in seeing our talk bear fruit
and in knowing that one small thing
happening on one side of the school
may well be the spark that ignites a
positive change elsewhere, all because
we talk together in a productive way,
and arrive at something no individual
could produce alone.
We are a fortunate school in many
ways. We have made a tremendous
commitment to professional development by providing one early release
day each month to allow for in-depth
collaborative work. We call the program TALL Tuesdays (Teachers as
Leaders and Learners). Among the
12 faculty groups, there is one other
CFG; others meet in self-selected study
groups, each focused on a particular
topic.
We feel especially fortunate,
too, that for more than a year we had
the pleasure of working closely with
Nancy Mohr. She trained more than
fifteen of us as facilitators and helped
us launch a faculty-wide introduction
to looking at student work, a day
that signaled a tidal change in our
development as a learning community.
As our CFG began our first meeting we
reflected for a moment on how much
she meant to us. We felt a renewed
sense of commitment to continuing
our work with the same dedication and
enthusiasm that she had inspired in us.
Eric Baylin teaches art at Packer
Collegiate Institute in Brooklyn NY, a
pre-K-12 independent school with 935
students and 130 faculty members. The
school has had CFGs since 1998. The
group of teach in both middle and
upper school. Grades and disciplines
represented include science, math,
English, foreign language, dance,
visual art, 1st, 3rd and 4th grades.
Teaching experience ranges from
six to over thirty years.
Eric may be contacted by email at
ebaylin@packer.edu
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uring the 2000 ‘01 school
year the School District of
Lancaster (SDOL) joined
three other districts in the Lucent
Peer Collaboration Project. NSRF, at
the invitation of The Philanthropic
Initiative (TPI), has been involved with
the project and its rollout of districtwide Lucent Learning Communities
(LLCs) since its inception. One
outstanding feature of this project
has been the intentional collaboration
of administrative and union forces
on the project in each district. This
issueʼs Living History segment features
my conversation with Sharon AllenHamilton, president of the Lancaster
Education Association and CFG coach/
facilitator.
Can you
tell us a little
bit about what
it was that first
attracted you to
the Lucent Peer
Collaboration
Project in the
SDOL?
As President
of the Teacherʼs
Association in
Lancaster, I was
part of the team
that was interviewed by Hallie
Tamez of TPI and
Daniel Baron of
NSRF. During
those first conversations I was
struck by Danielʼs
mention of teacher
empowerment and the ways that learning communities allowed teachers to
take responsibility for their own professional growth.
As Association President I had
become increasingly aware of the
teachersʼ concerns about the value of
their professional development sessions
for their day-to-day practice. In light
of their concerns, the idea of a grass-

roots project where teachers would
be responsible for their own learning
really appealed to me. I was especially interested in the plan to provide
teachers with a structure, framework
and tools, along with the time to collaborate and reflect on their work.
I thought that this combination of
time and tools would allow teachers
to sustain their growth even after the
Lucent funding was exhausted, or
there was a change in leadership.
As a public school parent
and a teacher, how did you think
the creation of LLCs would help
students?
I was a classroom teacher for 17
years and I know that teachers collaborate in
small ways
all the time.
I thought
the LLCs
would help
teachers add
more focus
to their collaboration
and sharing.
During my
training
as a coach
I learned
new ways
to structure
conversations so that
we could
zero in on
improving
our practice.
When we
look at student or adult work and really focus on
a question or dilemma, we always end
up with concrete ideas to improve our
practice and that helps our students.
Can you share an example
of the kind of teacher learning or
change that youʼre describing?
One LLC explored a district process, which was developed to support
students who were not meeting stan-
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dards. While the process was familiar
to some teachers, it was not widely
used in schools. The LLCs helped to
unpack some reasons why the process
was not used widely and enabled the
presenter to create new ways of supporting teachers in the use of the support process.
As President, what potential benefits did you see for your Association
members?
I really welcomed the opportunity
for teachers to reflect on their practice.
I appreciated the Superintendentʼs commitment to shared leadership of the
teaching-learning and accountability
pieces of the process.
The benefit I saw for our members
was really about this shared leadership
or teacher empowerment. Traditionally,
as teachers, we always thought we
knew what was best for the students in
our classrooms, and that understanding directed our classroom practice and
decision-making. But we didnʼt always
examine the results of our practice to
see if it was indeed accelerating student achievement. We havenʼt always
taken, or been given, the time to ask
ourselves if our teaching was really
meeting the needs of all of our students.
Now, when we collaborate to
“tune” a plan or examine an assignment
with a focus on results for students, we
can collect reliable evidence and adjust
our instruction, as itʼs needed. In the
end, we see the benefits for members
as an increase in student achievement…their success is the best benefit
we can get!
How has your understanding of
collaboration and reflection grown
as a coach? How has it changed the
day-to-day way you do your work?
Since I started coaching, I find
myself thinking a lot more about the
assumptions I make about what I see,
or things I hear people say.
Can you give me an example?
Well, by acknowledging my own
assumptions I now ask more questions and make sure to get clarification
(continued on page 12)
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(continued from page 11)

from the other person. This work has
made me continue to hone my listening
skills. As president, listening to other
peopleʼs problems and working to coconstruct possible solutions is a big
part of my job.
In general, I think Iʼd say that
reflective practice has become a more
ingrained part of who I am now. Each
time Iʼm in a situation, I never leave
it without thinking about the impact
of my participation. I wonder what
worked, what didnʼt work and how I
could have handled it differently or
better.
The key is that by reflecting, I
grow, and this has made the idea of my
being a lifelong learner more explicit.
Staying in this work and expanding my role as a facilitator has helped
me understand the value of teacher
inquiry and research. The more we do
this work, the more we uncover the
big questions we face. You know the
ones I mean, the kind of questions that
keep you up at night. Now when I have
one of those problems, or a question, I
find myself tapping into our collective
experience by emailing colleagues in
the broader network of coaches, asking
for a resource or an experience theyʼve
had that can help push my thinking. I
understand the need to systematically
tackle those big questions over the long
haul and I use collaborative, reflective
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tools to help find answers.
Have your hopes for the
Lucent Project been realized? Are
collaboration and reflection a part
of the way things get done in SDOL
schools now?
I believe the seeds of collaboration and reflection have been planted
and there are many signs that they are
taking root. In the first five schools
that were involved in the project, collaboration continues to be part of the
ways those schools do business. In
the Schoolwide Improvement Plans,
the LLCs are listed as a strategy to
improve student achievement and the
groups continue to meet regularly during the school day. Since our expansion of the project district wide, LLCs
have started to take hold in the other
schools as well.
Earlier you talked about the
sustainability of LLCs if there were
changes in leadership. I know youʼve
experienced some changes and I
wonder if you might comment on the
impact.
We have had leadership changes
since the start of this work, changes at
both the school level and at the District
level, but the work continues to grow.
Our new Superintendent supports the
project and teachers continue to take
advantage of the opportunity to collaborate with their peers and improve
their craft.
What next steps do
you envision? How will
SDOL sustain the use
of collaborative, reflective practices during the
school day without the
Lucent funding?
There are several
ideas that the SDOL
should consider as we end
the funded phase of this
project. Namely, we must
bring the coaches (teacher
and administrator)
together to examine the
current structures that
support the LLCs and

determine what we must have in place
to deepen the roots of collaboration.
We should continue to support and
grow the SDOL Apprentice Facilitator
process to build capacity at the district
level to support new and experienced
coaches. And the most ambitious goal
is to begin to create opportunities
for students, parents and community
members to participate in LLCs.
The power of collaboration is only
truly realized when all members of the
school community are reflective about
teaching and learning in meaningful
ways to accelerate student achievement
and to close the achievement gap.
Sharon Allen-Hamilton can be contacted
at sharon@lancaster.k12.pa.us

Introducing CFGs...
(continued from page 7)
at all levels of school organization. In
some places, we have been successful
in convincing people that tapping the
expertise of a group of educators and
encouraging them to value and share
this expertise is an extraordinarily
efficient form of professional development.
We remain optimistic that critical
friends processes and, in time, Critical
Friends Groups will continue to enrich
the cultures of the schools and districts
in our network. When we were trained
as CFG coaches, Debbie Bambino
and Carol Nejman taught us a mantra:
“Trust the process. The work sells
itself.” They were right.
Pam Ayres, Director of Minority
Achievement & Intervention Programs
at Carroll County Public Schools
in Maryland, can be reached at
pjayres@k12.carr.org.
Mary Helen Spiri, Co-Director
of the Chesapeake Coalition of
Essential School, can be reached at
mhspiricces@aol.com
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t could have been an ugly situation.
After two years of dreaming and
planning, the four small schoolsʼ
staff had created to replace its large high
school had just been reduced to three.
Difficulties in the planning process and
student choice, amongst a myriad of
other variables, led the leadership team
to dissolve one of the schools before it
even opened.
There was a collective
sadness in the school the next
day, but an atmosphere of supporting each other and moving
forward prevailed. There is
nothing easy about converting
a large high school into small
autonomous schools and there
are daily examples of the frustrations schools face in their
efforts. But what many at this
particular school have agreed on
is that their attention to process
from the inception of this work has gotten them through the tight spots. Their
foundation in Coalition for Essential
Schools (CES) Principles and Critical
Friends Groups has supported them in
creating a collaborative and supportive
process that has resulted in the successful implementation of three small
schools this year.
I am their school coach.
Ultimately, for me, my goal as a school
coach is no different than the Mission
Statement of NSRF: 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. Creating effective small
schools is how we do that. Coaching
schools through the process of creating
small schools is what I do, and NSRF
tools and protocols are my toolbox for
doing it.
How do I use NSRF in my work?
Let me count the ways…. The easiest
way I can describe it is just to show you
what a typical week looks like for me.
On Monday, Iʼm meeting with the
planning team of a large comprehensive

high school for the first time.
Theyʼve just received a planning
grant for creating smaller learning
communities and this is their first
meeting together as well. Throughout
the day I spend with them we will do
some ice breaking and team-building
activities I pulled off of the NSRF
website, we will do a text rendering

on an article related to their reform
effort, we will do the Continuum
Dialogue Protocol so they can get
a sense of where they are in their
attitudes about this work, and we will
do a chalk talk about their school
culture.
After spending the day with
them, I will drive to another district
Iʼm working with to meet with their
Student Leadership Team, a group
of students from each of the high
schools in the district that are working together to build student voice
in the district. I will teach them the
Consultancy Protocol and they will
spend the evening supporting each
other in dilemmas theyʼre facing at
their individual schools as they implement their action plans.
On Tuesday, I meet with a group
of teachers from schools across
Portland who are working on their
Continuing Teacherʼs License, a
requirement to teach in Oregon.
We will use the Success Analysis
Protocol to examine culturally relevant lesson plans that each teacher
is bringing with them to discuss attributes of successful culturally relevant
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learning experiences. As a part of the
program, the teachers are required to
write a statement about their classroom
environment. They will start with
the Metaphor Activity to give them a
jumping off point into their writing.
On Wednesday, itʼs off to another
school where my task will be to facilitate a joint meeting of the high school
leadership team and the site council
about where their redesign work is
right now and what the next steps are.
I donʼt know what weʼre doing there
yet, but last time we met as a large
group we did a Tuning Protocol around
the design plan.
On Thursday I get to go to my
coaches CFG group, my place of refuge in this work! The place where I
get help with my dilemmas, challenge
my own practice, and grow professionally.
Beyond coaching in schools, Small
Schools Northwest at Lewis & Clark
College is creating a network of professional development opportunities to
support the long-term sustainability of
small schools. If we consider CFGs
to be valuable professional development for educators, what are we doing
to support that concept and build it
into our preparation of new teachers
and support of veteran teachers? How
does it inform our work in preparing
administrators to work in an environment of school change? How does it
support the changing role of counselors
in schools? These are some of the
questions weʼre looking at as Lewis &
Clark College works towards its goal to
create a “truly diverse school of education committed to bridging the achievement and social class gaps.”
Thus along with our typical Center
of Activity work—CFG Coachesʼ
Trainings, ongoing learning opportunities and support for CFG coaches,
and introducing CFGs to new audiences—we are also working to integrate CFGs into our teacher education
program. Currently, teachers can
receive graduate credit not only for
participating in the CFG Coachesʼ
(continued on page 15)
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