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For schools in Maryland and 
Virginia, Critical Friends 
Groups represent a new and 

foreign possibility.  Driven by long-
standing, rigid student assessment 
programs, teachers, principals, and 
central office folk often view teaching 
as an exercise in efficiency:  How can 
we teach students more than we are 
currently teaching them?  The typical 
professional development goal in such 
a climate of efficiency is to present 
teachers with strategies that enable 
them to teach “better” – measured 
always and only by student perfor-
mance on standardized tests.  “Better” 
teaching, like “better” learning, is an 
individual activity.  The “best” teach-
ers perform magic within the bound-
aries of their classrooms.  The “best” 
learners test well on Marylandʼs and 
Virginiaʼs standardized tests.
 Introducing the heresy of authen-
tic collaborative practice into such an 
educational culture has proven chal-
lenging on many fronts.  Generous 
grant funding in 18 schools sup-
ported by the Chesapeake Coalition of 
Essential Schools has created ample 
opportunities for training.  Simply 
stated, money is not a deterrent in the 
schools we serve.  Instead, the chal-
lenges we face in promoting CFG 
work can be categorized into three 
areas:  (1) preconceptions about pro-
fessional development, (2) belief in 
the sanctity of traditional content, and 
(3) definitions of planning time as an 
individual – and zealously guarded 
– commodity.
 These challenges have inspired 
us to create a training program in 
which participants are centered in the 
processes – rather than the products 
– of learning.  Together with RoLesia 
Holman, we addressed this dilemma 
by designing a pre-coaching, introduc-
tory course. Our initial training is now 
a 30-hour course, “An Introduction 
to Critical Friends Collaborative 
Processes,” offered for graduate credit 
in partnership with Rosemont College 
in Pennsylvania.  We encourage par-
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ticipation across school and district 
roles.  Secretaries, instructional assis-
tants, central office staff, administra-
tors, and classroom teachers – to date 
262 people from across our network 
– have engaged together in this work.  
      The central focus of the intro-
ductory course is comfort with the 
processes of collaboration.  Our hope 
is that participants will begin to use 
these processes in authentic settings 
– in their classrooms, in faculty meet-

ings, as members of grade-level teams 
or academic departments, and the 
like.  We attempt to empower people 
to engage in structured conversations 
in forums that already exist in their 
schools and districts.  The initial train-
ing is comprised of three strands:  (1) 
building trusting relationships and 
fostering development of a learning 
community through collaborative pro-
cesses, (2) developing shared under-
standings through text-based discus-
sions, and (3) rethinking teaching and 
learning through looking at authentic 
student and teacher work.     
 The initial training introduces 
a common language and provides 
shared experiences that we then work 
to support at the school, district, and 
network levels.  It is not unusual, for 
example, for teachers in our network 
to ask for assistance in selecting a 
protocol to use in a grade-level meet-
ing.  Parent meetings have included 
text renderings, tuning protocols, and 
charettes.  Collaborative groups have 
worked to establish ground rules and 
norms.  Common understandings 
have helped us to elevate the level of 

discourse at network gatherings and to 
build enthusiasm for the introduction of 
new tools and protocols.
 Despite our successes among 
those who have engaged in our initial 
training, we have discovered that true 
Critical Friends Groups are slow to 
evolve.  Among the 25 schools in our 
network, we have only six such groups 
functioning as CFGs.  Others are 
beginning to form, but the challenges 
described previously are real deterrents.  
Those who have an opportunity to 
explore the work readily acknowledge 
its value, but the schools and districts 
in which these individuals work 
remain unconvinced that structured 
professional dialogue IS potent 
professional development.
 We acknowledge two essential 
next steps in fostering the work of 
CFGs.  First, we must find ways to 
support the efforts of those who believe 
in and promote the work in their 
schools and districts.  We have begun 
to sponsor regional dinner meetings 
in different locations in our network 
that encourage collaboration among 
graduates of the introductory training 
and others interested in the work.   
Second, we must grow a cohort of CFG 
coaches and encourage their connection 
to the larger national work of the 
NSRF.  We have scheduled a coaches  ̓
training for July for graduates of the 
introductory course.  We plan to engage 
members of the NSRF in working with 
us to design and facilitate this training.
 Not surprisingly, we have been 
most successful in creating environ-
ments that support the development of 
CFGs in districts where central office 
officials have participated in and then 
promoted the training.  In one dis-
trict, for example, text-based discus-
sions and uses of protocols to review 
professional and student work at the 
central office level are common.  In 
another, teachers who participate in 
CFGs can earn re-certification credit 
– acknowledging CFGs as an effective 
form of professional development.  We 
continue to work to reshape a vision 

and has enabled me to become a more 
effective instructional leader. 
 At our fi rst meeting, during Con-
nections, those of us who knew Nancy 
took the opportunity to refl ect on how 
she impacted on our lives, and after-
ward in true Nancy Mohr style we pro-
ceeded to do the work that she would 
want us to do.
 A Hopes and Fears activity (Whatʼs 
your greatest hope for this group?...your 
biggest fear?) led to the development 
of our norms. This was followed by the 
development of a plan of action (Where 
do we imagine weʼll be in June? Where 
are we now? How will we get there?). 
We are a group of twelve, and represent 
elementary, intermediate, high school 
and central offi ce administrators across 
four school districts. We meet one Sat-
urday morning a month. 
 At our second meeting we focused 
on collaborative leadership and how it 
can be sustained. Following our open-
ing moves, we did a text rendering on 
Rick DuFourʼs article “ ‘Collaboration 
Lite  ̓Puts Student Achievement on a 
Starvation Diet. “ One of our members 
then presented a dilemma and we pro-
ceeded with the consultancy protocol. 
The assignment for our next meeting 
is to bring a dilemma and to share it 
within a triad. Iʼm ready to present 
my dilemma and canʼt wait to hear 
the feedback from my colleagues. The 
consultancy has always been one of my 
favorite protocols. Whether presenting 
or participating I always gain new ideas 
and perspectives. I fi rst learned about 
consultancies, as well as many other 
practices, from Nancy Mohr.
 I am rejuvenated, excited and look 
forward to what we can accomplish as 
individuals and as a group during the 
coming year. Nancy Mohrʼs legacy will 
force us to imagine and ask the hard 
questions. Our commitment will enable 
us to grow, to examine our practice and 
to facilitate change in our schools. 
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Over the past two years there 
have been CFG coaches  ̓
trainings in Philadelphia, 

State College, and Upper Darby. These 
trainings were conducted by local 
NSRF coaches in partnership with 
local Coalition of Essential Schools 
(CES) centers. CFG coaches  ̓semi-
nars have also been organized in the 
Chesapeake area. As a result of these 
activities there are working CFGs in 

a number of local elementary, middle 
and high schools throughout the 
region.
 In addition to their CFGs, some 
of these schools have started to embed 
refl ective, collaborative practices into 
their ongoing staff and leadership 
meetings as well as their classrooms. 
At C.W. Henry Elementary School 
in Mt. Airy, in addition to their CFG, 
weekly classroom meetings are held 
schoolwide. All team meetings are 
based on collectively developed 
agendas that are facilitated by team 
members in a shared leadership struc-
ture. At Mastbaum High School, there 
are now two CFGs, a veteran group 
that began last year and a new group 
that is being coached by teachers who 
participated in last springʼs coaches  ̓
training. Collaborative, refl ective 

practices are being introduced into the 
schoolʼs cabinet and academy struc-
tures as the school works to become a 
schoolwide learning community for all 
students and staff members. Veteran 
Critical Friends Groups are continuing 
to work and grow at Taylor Elemen-
tary and Central East Middle School.    
Our Centerʼs most recent development 
is the creation of a Leadership CFG. In 
the fall I received an e-mail from Deb-

bie Bambino inviting me to join this 
group.
 Prior to our fi rst meeting we were 
saddened by Nancy Mohrʼs death. I 
fi rst met Nancy during the 1995-‘96 
Annenberg Principals  ̓Institute. I was 
a participant, she was a facilitator. 
Nancy came on as a facilitator during 
our second or third meeting that year. 
At fi rst, I was not quite sure how it 
was going to work since we had al-
ready bonded as a group, and here was 
an “outsider.” Well “this lady” proved 
me wrong, within a very short time she 
connected with us and became an inte-
gral part of the group. Since then I had 
many opportunities to be in her com-
pany and to learn from her. I would 
often take notes on her facilitation and 
marvel at her abilities. Nancy has been 
a signifi cant force in my development 

Introducing the heresy 
of authentic collabora-
tive practice into such 
an educational culture 
has proven challenging 

on many fronts.
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