Indiana Center of Activity Report
Daniel Baron, Indiana
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e call the Indiana Center
of Activity the Hoosier
School Reform Faculty
(HSRF). The name HSRF evolved out
of an inquiry question: What is the
potential of a local Center of Activity to
influence public schools to put equity at
the center of their work as they transform schools and districts into democratic learning communities?
HSRF grows out of the Harmony
School’s history of support of democratic school reform in high-poverty
schools, a history that was greatly influenced by my initial NSRF coaches training in 1995.
Fast forward to June of 2000, when
the Harmony Education Center became
the home of NSRF. For the next two
years, all of the energy of the Harmony
School Outreach Office was focused
on the survival, growth, and new mission of NSRF. Our local work came to a
standstill while we worked to establish
NSRF’s national office in order to make
NSRF a permanent national institution
committed to the creation and sustainability of democratic learning communities with a focus on educational equity
for each student.
By 2002, NSRF had grown dramatically and was providing services to
national organizations, school districts
and schools all over the country. It was
now time to direct our attention back
to the work in Indiana. Our theory of
action was focused on our local school
district and the Indianapolis Public
School system.
Our first move as a formal Center
of Activity was to build on our previously strong relationship with the
School of Education (SOE) at Indiana
University. Cathy Brown, an Associate
Dean of the School of Education, was
involved in a three-year project working collaboratively with the I.U. Math
Department, the SOE Mathematics
Education Department, and local
secondary math teachers in Monroe
County. The project design was based
on the Japanese Lesson Study model.
After the first year, Cathy was con-
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cerned that the study group had not
built a professional community where
members felt safe enough to take risks,
ask the tough questions, or expose
their professional vulnerabilities. She
invited me to introduce the concept of
Critical Friends Group to the Lesson
Study Group.
It was a great match, and working
together with NSRF facilitator Ross
Peterson-Veatch, the group made the
transition from study group to CFG.
This early success led to HSRF facilitating two full-day retreats of the I.U.
SOE faculty in two consecutive years.
Indiana University has also sponsored coaches seminars for I.U. faculty and Monroe County Community
School Corporation (MCCSC) teachers
and administrators for the last two summers, with another seminar scheduled
for this August. Betty Bisplinghoff from
the Athens, Georgia Center and Ross
have been invaluable members of the
facilitation team.
Last June, HSRF and Indiana
University entered into a formal partnership to offer professional development services to I.U. faculty as well as
to offer our services to every district
in Indiana. The services are offered
through I.U. by HSRF.
Those first two coaches seminars
have evolved into an extraordinary partnership between MCCSC and HSRF.
The critical incident that led to our deep
relationship with MCCSC came on the
last day of coaches training, when the
Superintendent, Dr. John Maloy, and
his Associate, Bruce Law, came for
lunch.
Over twenty-five teachers engulfed
them both. They wanted their central
office administrators to know about
the power of the work. Perhaps equally
important, they wanted to communicate
the need for cultural transformation that
had to occur in order for the work to
take root in their schools. They insisted
that their principals had to know and
understand this work so that it could
become the core of professional development for their buildings.

Dr. Maloy invited these impassioned teachers to attend the
Administrators’ Advance (retreat) on
August 15th. That respectful invitation led to the new coaches planning
and facilitating the afternoon of the
Advance. The coaches facilitated their
administration through a Collaborative
Assessment Conference on the Chalk
Talk document from their June seminar
that responded to the questions “What
makes this work so powerful and what
will it take to sustain the work back in
your schools?”
They also created small groups
to have text-based conversations and
to participate in looking at student
work sessions for all administrators. I
had the great pleasure to observe my
daughter Heather, a teacher, facilitate a
group with Dr. Maloy and to hear her
ask him “and what evidence do you
have to support your perspective?”
Over the course of this school
year, MCCSC has demonstrated its
commitment to CFGs as the heart of
their professional development for the
district. This year, HSRF provides:
• Monthly two hour meetings of the
entire Leadership Team (all instructional and noninstructional administrators in the district)
• Monthly principal CFGs for 14 of
the 22 MCCSC Principals (with
plans for all principals participating
next year)
• Monthly two and a half hour meetings for all CFG coaches to deepen
and sustain their work in their school
• Monthly HSRF facilitation support
for every coach of a CFG in this
year’s seven identified schools (tier1 schools)
• Monthly support for the district-wide
“Human Understanding of Diversity
Initiative”
• An introduction to the seven tier-2
schools that will be implementing
CFGs next year
HSRF’s other major initiative is in
the state’s largest, and lowest, achieving district in Indiana. The Indianapolis
Public School (IPS) system is chal(continued on page 12)
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to pilot them with teachers and give
me feedback. The feedback that I’ve
received so far has underscored the
importance of setting the stage for the
data analysis and reflection. To frame
the conversation, we used an article
titled “Using Student Performance
Data Humanely,” by Carl K. Chafin
for the American Association of
School Administrators. (The article
is available at www.aasa.org. The

Read the Learning from
Student Data Protocol at
www.nsrfharmony.org/
connections.html
protocols are available at www.
nsrfharmony.org/protocols.)
A colleague recently shared
The Data Dialogue with me and we
may merge this process with our
own newly designed protocols in the
future.
Through the individual and collaborative versions of the “Learning
from Student Data Protocols,” our
CFG has the sense that we have begun
to address the questions we knew were
guiding our inquiry: “What do we
know about looking at hard data about
student performance?” and “How do
we look at this data in ways that are
productive?” We’ll be able to gather
evidence about these questions when
we have more feedback about the protocols as they’re being used.
However, the unexpected bonus
that I’m seeing, for myself and for
other members of our CFG, is the
learning that we’re gaining about
those underlying questions about protocol development, the questions we
didn’t even know we were asking:
What processes best support collegial
dialogue and enhance collaborative
learning? What characterizes an effective protocol? How do we know we
have a process that we’re ready to try
with other educators? Here are a few

of our emerging understandings:
What processes best support collegial dialogue and enhance collaborative
learning?
• Framing the whole process as an
inquiry the group engages in together
is important. Nowadays many people
feel that data can be manipulated
in a variety of ways to prove any
point. It is essential that participants
understand and even trust how the
data is generated to engage in a data
protocol. Additionally, concerns
about how the data may be used are
never far from the surface. If anyone
in the group (especially a facilitator or an administrator) appears to
already have reached some foregone
conclusions which the group now
needs to reach, the process is likely
to backfire. This is one of the realities that led us to set the context for
the data analysis by reading the text
mentioned earlier.
What characterizes an effective
protocol?
• It is important for us to remember
the context in which we expect these
protocols to be used: in grade-level
or department-level groups, with
educators who have not necessarily
signed on to work together collegially in a CFG and who, therefore,
have probably not developed the culture of trust needed to look at these
issues straightforwardly in the early
stages of this work. (In our desire to
push the envelope regarding issues
of equity, it was tempting to want to
design the process so that the issues
that can be revealed by disaggregating the data are confronted head-on.
• Creating a protocol because there is
a need we feel driven to fill, a set
of questions that we need to explore
was key for us. I don’t think this
would have been meaningful if we
had simply said, “Why don’t we see
if we can create some kind of a protocol?”
• Allowing room for the individual’s
and the group’s own inquiry questions, and not feeling tied to the
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questions that we’ve suggested, is
an important point to remember.
With respect to the protocols, the
“Querying Data” process can be
overwhelming. We came up with
some very good questions to pose, but
for someone who is getting started in
analyzing the data, the sheer volume
of questions (not to mention all the
materials that are required for the
protocol) might seem daunting.
How do we know we have a process that we’re ready to try with other
educators?
• We may never know that we’re
ready. There came a point when we
decided, “It’s good enough. Let’s do
it.” In our case, I sought out a school
site literacy coach who is also a CFG
coach at her site. I knew she’d be
willing to take risks, and would set a
tone within the group that would support reflective dialogue in an atmosphere where it would be safe for
the educators to take risks and learn
together.
As our CFG worked our way
through this creation process, we
gained new insights and we reinforced
something that we already knew about
collaborative learning: holding real
questions, and being willing to seek
answers together, lies at the heart of
this work. The following quote, by
Nobel Prize-winning physicist Richard
Feynman, describes the spirit that sustained us through the months of our
inquiry and characterizes how we’ve
learned to view data:
“All scientific knowledge is
uncertain. This experience with doubt
and uncertainty is important. I believe
that it is of very great value, and one
that extends beyond the sciences. You
have to permit the possibility that you
do not have it exactly right . . . So what
we call scientific knowledge today is a
body of statements of varying degrees of
certainty. Some of them are most unsure;
some of them are nearly sure; but none of
them is absolutely certain.”
Debbi Laidley may be contacted at
debra.laidley@lausd.net
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lenged by the effects of a history of
inequitable education provided to students of color. The system loses over
75% of all of its high school students.
The situation is dire and the moral
imperative is clear.
In the spring of 2003, Nancy
Sutton, former NSRF principal and former principal of Manuel High School
in Denver, invited Steve Bonchek
(Executive Director of HEC) and me to
the University of Indianapolis to discuss
the potential of a new Bill and Melinda
Gates Project. The intention of the grant
was to transform all five Indianapolis
comprehensive high schools into a total
of more than twenty equitable small
schools that demonstrate their commitment to social justice and the academic
success of each student.
After several months of conversation, HSRF became the professional
development/school transformation
technical assistance provider for the
University of Indianapolis through its
Center for Excellence in Learning and
Leadership (CELL). My fellow national
facilitators Camilla Greene, Lois Butler,
and Carol Myers and I began meeting
regularly to co-construct a strong partnership between CELL, the IPS District,
the Indianapolis Education Association
and HSRF.
The HSRF coaching team in
this initiative includes Lois Butler,
Kevin Horton, Virginia Hardy, Wendy
Brannen, Tom Gregory, Megan Howey
and Naomi Milstein. HSRF tapped from
both New York and Chicago facilitator
talent to help build our capacity to lead
an urban district through a transformation process. This cross-pollination has
been invaluable to all of us.
Each coach was matched with one
high school and has been supporting
the school’s orientation, exploration,
and design and preparation planning
process. The team explicitly promotes
the cause of equity and our purpose
is to provoke the interruption of past
inequitable practices of the schools and
district and to replace those practices
with democratic, reflective, equitable,
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and inquiry-based teaching, learning,
and leading.
Students and parents have led
the way. Megan and Naomi lead the
Harmony VISTA Student Voice Initiative
that works directly with students and
parents in each school (see Megan’s
article in this issue). Each VISTA volunteer is trained as a CFG coach. The
VISTAs have worked collaboratively
with other community-based organizations. They provide student and parent
leadership services, convene both Parent
and Student Congresses, and facilitate
student and parent leadership institutes.
The Parent and Student Institutes meet
concurrently during the CFG summer
seminar. All three strands use CFG
principles and practices and each strand
works to “tune” and share each other’s
work.
Students initiated my most powerful memory of this project to date. I will
never forget the official public launch
of this initiative. Gathered in Union
Station were government, business, and
educational leaders who came to learn
about the potential of small schools. A
pair of young, inspired, and passionate student leaders facilitated every
round-table conversation in the huge
hall. Those young facilitators demonstrated what the adolescent youth of
Indianapolis are capable of achieving.
NSRF principles and practices
guide all of our work in Indianapolis.
The school transformation coaches are
totally committed to engaging their
school teams on a journey toward
social justice, equity, and small-school
autonomy. Over the last year we have
trained almost a hundred IPS coaches,
facilitated every district leadership
team meeting and created a Network
Learning Community comprised of
the leaders of all five schools. This
summer’s coaches’ seminar will ensure
that there are at least two CFG coaches
in every small school.
Over the course of the last two
years, HSRF has worked to build the
capacity of IPS to convert its five comprehensive schools by:

• facilitating the district’s transformation known as the Moral Imperative
• facilitating monthly District
Leadership team meetings
• facilitating monthly Network Learning
Community meetings for small-school
leaders
• supporting a small-school leadership design that includes a full-time
Facilitator of Teaching and Learning
position (CFG coaches training is a
requirement) in each school
• facilitating the steering committee that
is made up of District leaders, smallschool leaders, union leadership and
building administrators. Its purpose is
remove obstacles that get in the way of
transformation
• facilitating monthly professional
development of all of the district’s
Instructional Coaches
• providing all IPS Instructional Coaches
with coaches training this summer
In August of 2005, 22 brand-new
small schools will begin a “year of
residency” with their autonomies in
place as defined by a Memorandum of
Understanding signed by the President of
the IPS Board of Education, the President
of the Teachers’ Association, the Director
of CELL, and the Superintendent of
Schools. This innovative residency
design principle will help t o establish the
culture of inquiry and reflective practice.
Although there has been an extraordinary amount of intensely meaningful
work over the last few years, HSRF is
still discovering the potential of our work
as we proceed on a journey of placing
equity at the center. We are working tirelessly to interrupt inequities and transform current unacceptable practices into
educational experiences that embody the
words of NSRF’s mission 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.”

those people who are experienced CFG coaches and who have completed the preparation required to facilitate CFG Coaches
Seminars. We use the term “CFG coach” to refer to a much larger group of people who have participated in a Coaches Seminar
and are engaged in some way in coaching a CFG. We’re using these terms in order to clarify different kinds of roles and responsibilities within the common body of work that we’re all engaged in, not to establish an unnecessary sense of hierarchy.
- Edorah Frazer and David Leo-Nyquist

Preparing for Peer Observation:
Addendum to the Observer as Coach
Protocol

Full protocol available online at www.
nsrfharmony.org/connections.html
Peer Observation Pre-Conference Questions
(The following questions were developed by
Edorah as a result of our debriefing.
• What should I know about the class and lesson I am observing?
• What do you want me to look for? (What is
your focus question?)
• What data do you want me to collect? Is there
a particular way you would like me to collect
it?
• Where would you like me to be in the room?
Do you want me to be involved in class, or
quietly observing from one place in the room?
• Is there anything else you want to tell me
before I observe your class?
Peer Observation Debriefing Steps
Step One: Observer asks observed, “How
do you think the class went, relative to your
question?”
Step Two: Observer shares data relative to the
focus question, starting with warm feedback.
Step Three: Observer asks probing questions
relative to the focus question in light of the data.
Step Four: Discussion between observer and
observed. Observed takes the lead here – might
ask for direct suggestions.
Step Five: Observer ends with warm feedback
and thanks for the opportunity to watch a lesson.
Variation: Combine steps two and three to ask
questions specific to each part of the data being
shared.

Daniel Baron can be reached at
dbaron@bloomington.in.us
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Exploring Possible Applications
of Peer Observation in
Our Work as Coaches and
Facilitators
David Leo-Nyquist, Vermont

I

f peer observation is a powerful catalyst for reflecting upon and
changing our professional practices with the support of a trusted
colleague – and we truly believe that it is – then how can it
be harnessed to support and improve our specific practices of CFG
coaching and Coaches Seminar facilitation? We have worked over
the past three years with a cohort of K-12 educators (mostly teachers) that has functioned as a monthly CFG, with a focus this school
year on peer observation, thinking about the CFG Coach role, and
implementing CFG work in their home schools. Our positive experiences with peer observation have led us to think more deeply about
the complexity of our responsibilities as CFG coaches and as NSRF
facilitators in various contexts, and we have found it to be extremely
useful and supportive for our own growth in those roles (see Edorah’s
description on page 8). As usual, we’re left with more questions than
answers. Here are some of our questions for CFG coaches and for
NSRF facilitators that were prompted by our experience with peer
observation.
We believe that an important factor in our ability to sustain a
very high level of protocol-based colleague conversations each month
and to nurture a high level of trust in our now-flourishing learning
community has been our ongoing practice of planning and debriefing together (prompted by the detailed written Reflections generated
by participants at the end of each monthly session). During the current school year this informal feedback has taken the form of a more
structured peer observation process. We’re convinced that we’re better and more effective CFG coaches together than either of us could
be working in isolation. If that’s our experience as veteran coaches,
then why wouldn’t that also be true for most new CFG coaches?
The new coaches in our cohort are overwhelmed by the enormity
of the task of starting CFGs in their home schools, in addition to
continuing their full-time teaching (and often other) responsibilities.
In Vermont we don’t have precise data on how many teachers and
other educators who participate in five-day New Coaches Seminars
(continued on page 15)
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