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The story goes that 
when Ted Sizer was 
first thinking about 

a national organization based 
on his research for Horace’s 
Compromise, Ralph Tyler 
(author of The Eight Year Study) 
said to him that the success 
of an organization like CES 
would not be measured in any 
brick and mortar building or 
institution per se, but in the 
number and quality of people 
continuing to do the work.

In many ways, the creation 
of NSRF as an organization 
has been influenced by Ralph 
Tyler’s words to Ted Sizer. We 
are unconventional, having 
virtual Centers of Activity, 
which are comprised of a 
network of national facilitators 
whose charge is to hold each 
other accountable for high quality work, 
school systems and sister organizations 
who partner with NSRF to offer CFG 
Coaches Seminars and follow-up 
support, and tens of thousands of CFG 
Coaches, CFG members and facilitative 
leaders across 
the country. 

People 
who know me 
well know that 
I wondered 
aloud about 
the need to 
have a formal 
organization at 
all when we left 
Annenberg, thinking that we might be 
able to create a truly virtual organization 
– that is, a strong network connected 
informally through technology and face 

(continued on page 12) 

to face meetings.
Today, when people think of NSRF’s 

“national” work, they often think of the 
small National Center in Bloomington, 
Indiana – the people who keep our 
web sites and protocols-on-line current, 

field requests for 
information, materials 
and facilitators, 
produce our 
quarterly editions 
of Connections and 
brochures, organize 
our annual Winter and 
National Facilitators’ 
meetings, keep 
our data bases and 

financial record-keeping up-to-date, and 
maintain our various listservs. 

However, we also have several 
national programs. These projects often 
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Gene Thompson-Grove, Co-Director

the success of an organization 
... would not be measured in 
any brick and mortar building 
or institution per se, but in the 
number and quality of people 
continuing to do the work
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Protocols in Practice
Using the Success Analysis Protocol to Unpack a Text

dents, in others they were patients or 
clients, depending on the field of work 
being described.

Next, we charted the attributes 
or evidence of the person’s success 
at modeling respect and shared our 
thoughts with the group. We then took 
about five minutes for clarifying ques-
tions.

 After all the pairs shared their 
evidence, the whole group looked for 
patterns and surprises in the ways these 
six people “lived” their respect for oth-
ers. Finally, we talked about the lessons 
or implication these six lives held for 
our practice as teachers, as caregivers, 
as people. 

Even though most of the people 
being described were not classroom 
teachers and none of them were prin-
cipals, we found many attributes with 
which we could connect. We were 
repeatedly reminded of the power of 
personal relationships and the value of 
taking the time to really listen to the 
people we work for, and those we work 
with each day.

Here are a few concrete examples 
of evidence we shared from the text:
- a photographer who never takes 

anonymous, “candid” photos and 
always shares prints with his sub-
jects;

For the past few years I’ve been 
effectively using the Success 
Analysis Protocol in my work 

with new coaches and school teams. 
I’ve found that taking the time to reflect 
deeply about our strengths, the things 
that are working, is not only a shot 
in the arm, it’s a way of building in 
accountability for those changes we can 
and should make immediately. 

Recently, I was searching for a 
way to connect with the successful 
experiences of others whose lives 
had been captured and described in a 
book and I decided to try the Success 
Analysis Protocol with a text. 

Here’s the way it worked in our 
CFG.

Our group decided we would 
like to read a book together. We read 
Respect by Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot 
and wanted to share our responses to 
the rich lessons in the book without tak-
ing months to get through them. Using 
a modified Success Analysis Protocol 
we were able to discuss the entire book 
in one session.

We divided the text into its six 
chapters, each of which corresponded 
to one person’s experiences. We are 
a group of twelve so we worked in 
pairs. Each pair reread their chapter and 
pulled out the evidence of “respect” 
that they saw in the person’s daily 
approach to the people they served. In 
some instances these people were stu-
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by Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania
A Grand Slam

(continued from page 4)

be loaded as follows: On 1st base is 
the content of CFG work; 2nd base is 
knowing how to collaborate; and 3rd 
base is having cultural competency 
with critical consciousness. 

Content: knowing the work (ori-
gins, objectives, tools, structures,) of 
Critical Friends Groups

Collaboration: showing genuine 
respect for the thoughts, views, and 
needs of the group; being willing to 
work together to reach the intended 
goals; and acting in ways that dem-
onstrate commitment to these tenets. 
Knowing the rules and making them 
explicit from the beginning as well 
as having open, honest dialogue 
is crucial. Paying close attention 
to power dynamics and endeavor-
ing to seek consensus. All of this 
requires give-and-take on the part 
of participants as well as facilita-
tors. 

Consciousness: herein lies the 
critical element that will break or 
make the experience meaningful. 
By consciousness, I mean having 
awareness of the history, culture 
and location of minority and/or dis-
enfranchised groups here in the US 
and prior to their arrival. Possessing 
an understanding (or at the very least, 
the desire to understand) of what it will 
take to move an historically oppressed 
group of people forward in their knowl-
edge, to develop fortitude and empower 
them to act in ways that will foster 
greater levels of academic achievement. 
Knowing this will inform the facilita-
tors’ attitudes, preparations (content 
about CFGs and what bodies of litera-
ture and experiences will speak to the 
group) and what is needed in order to 
build genuine relationships with indi-
viduals and the group as a collective. 
This consciousness requires facilitators 
to do their own ongoing homework, 
to be thoughtful and fearless, yet cau-
tious, in their quest to get at the hard 
issues and intentionally create the space 
to have the difficult conversations that 
most facilitators oftentimes avoid. By 
not focusing on critical consciousness, 

the facilitators’ behaviors will likely 
yield cursory conversations; shal-
low inroads (if any) and will unlikely 
bring transformative moments that 
can change the beliefs, processes and 
actions that are required to dismantle 
systems of inequity. 

Lastly, but no less important than 
having bases loaded in the aforemen-
tioned areas, is to build authentic 
relationships with whomever is in the 
room. Establishing heartfelt relation-
ships will set in motion everything 
that follows from being transparent 
about facilitation, making difficult 

decisions in consultation with par-
ticipants, working through dilemmas, 
taking risks and genuinely caring and 
trusting one another.

We are tired of the sessions that 
dance around issues which are of fun-
damental importance to students, fam-
ilies and other adults who are intel-
lectually, emotionally and spiritually 
dying in urban communities because 
of those who want to remain safe in 
their comfort zones. We decided to 
do something different. We broke the 
mold. These sessions were not for the 
faint of heart; however, no one was 
sacrificed. Our agenda was clearly 
predetermined, but we had alterna-
tive activities and resources available 
in the event we needed to change 
our course. We were hyper-vigilant 
in staying attuned to the group and 
therefore practiced responsive facilita-
tion. We checked in frequently with 

Success Analysis 
with Text

1. Divide the text into chap-
ters or sections of compa-
rable size.

2. Divide your group into 
small groups of two, three 
or four.

3. Have small groups read 
their assigned section and 
discuss the evidence of 
success they see in the 
story.

4. Small groups chart the 
attributes of the success 
they found and present it 
to the larger group. 

5. Large group asks clari-
fying questions. (Repeat 
steps 4 & 5 for each small 
group.)

6. Large group looks for pat-
terns in the success stories 
that have been shared.

7. Large group discusses 
implications of these suc-
cess stories for their prac-
tice with students, col-
leagues and families.

8. Debrief of the process.  
If your CFG is using an I-
Map or reflective writing to 
document their work and 
“Close the Loop”, you might 
want to specifically pose 
a prompt that asks what 
changes in practice individ-
uals are considering after 
this text-based discussion.

“others” and each other to be sure that 
no one was “left behind.” As a matter 
of fact, those who many of you might 
think would be uncomfortable with 
this sort of dialogue weren’t, or at least 
didn’t admit it. What they did admit 
is that they were enlightened by the 
conversations and never had opportuni-
ties to hear such candid and insightful 
dialogue that prompted them to reflect 
on their own values, assumptions and 
practices in the classroom both with 
those whom they were entrusted to 
teach and work with. 

I reflected on my experiences 
and the question of how can NSRF 
Facilitators (white and non-white) 
develop meaningful pathways to bring 
together the work of CFGs with all 
adults committed to equitable educa-
tion for all children and students from 
diverse racial/ethnic and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds? How does one 
establish authentic relationships with 
those whose backgrounds differ from 
one’s own? How do these relationships 
impact CFG trainings and our ongoing 
personal and professional develop-
ment? How can our work “close the 
achievement/preparation gap?” After 
doing my own homework and talk-
ing with other educators of color, I 
learned that there’s really no mystery 
when working with groups comprised 
primarily of people of color. The fol-
lowing formula can maximize your 
chances of winning: prepare your 
team to win by doing your own home-
work so that you know your content; 
work toward true collaboration; be or 
become culturally competent with criti-
cal consciousness; and build effective, 
authentic relationships. Having your 
bases loaded with these essentials in 
place can result in The Grand Slam and 
yield a powerful learning experience 
for everyone.

Rolesia Holman can be contacted 
at rholman@baeo.orgDebbie’s CFG Group

(continued on page 17)

How does one establish authen-
tic relationships with those 

whose backgrounds differ from 
one’s own? How do these rela-
tionships impact CFG train-

ings and our ongoing personal 
and professional development? 
How can our work “close the 

achievement/preparation gap?”
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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 refl ective democratic communities 
that create and support 

powerful learning experiences 
for everyone.

tices called “looking at student work.”
In addition, NSRF supports the 

planning of an annual national meet-
ing of the LASW Collaborative, and 
provides space and materials for that 
meeting. 

• Each spring since 1996, at 
the National Facilitators’ Meeting, 
National Facilitators have gathered to 
reflect on their work from the past year, 
plan for summer (and beyond) work, 
and share new learning and questions. 
The group that gathers has grown from 
10 people in 1996 to over 50 people 
last year.

NSRF staff plans the design and 
content of the meeting, arranges all of 
the logistics, and pays for space and 
materials. NSRF also provides help to 
those who couldn’t otherwise afford the 
expense of travel and lodging. The reg-
istration fee covers meals only.

National Facilitators are asked to 
attend this meeting at least once every 
two years, and each Center of Activity 
sends at least one representative to the 
meeting each year. Most people attend 
regularly, as a way to keep in touch 
with new learning across the country 
and as a way up-date their resources. 

The next National Facilitators’ 
meeting will be held April 29-30, 2005 
in Chicago.

• Materials Project- NSRF 
Facilitators and CFG Coaches from 
around the country have easy to 
access to the most recent materials and 
resources via a continuously updated 
CD-ROM that is distributed at all 
CFG Coaches Seminars and many 
NSRF Meetings. National Facilitators 
and CFG Coaches can stay current by 
accessing the “Protocols On-Line” sec-
tion of the NSRF web site. In addition, 
NSRF supports an active CFG Coaches 
listserv.

 

Gene Thompson-Grove is one of 
three Co-Directors of NSRF. 

She can be contacted at 
gthompsongrove@earthlink.net  

Directors Report
(continued from page 17)

enhance the tools they had available to 
nurture the growth of their collaborative 
groups. 

It was 95 degrees and very humid 
in Tokyo. School was about to start the 
following week. Most teachers had just 
returned from summer travelling and 
were dealing with the resulting jet lag. 
Many staff where moving classrooms 
after summer renovations. Perhaps not 
an ideal time for professional devel-
opment days! Despite these inconve-
niences, the staff took to the work with 
open minds and were eager to practice 
the new skills and protocols introduced 
to them. The enthusiasm was palpable 
in all three groups of teachers I worked 
with. During our time together we 
packed a lot in - Probing Questions, 
Feedback Nightmares, Zones, Chalk 
Talk, Compass Points, Save the Last 
Word For Me and The Consultancy 
Protocol. The reflections from partici-
pants indicated how thirsty they were 
for the material and how appreciative of 
the body of knowledge they are tapping 
into: “The discussion was extremely 
rich, we really thought as a group, lis-
tened openly,” “Colleague interaction 
was excellent,” “Now I think I get it! I 
am looking forward to CFGs this year!”

Hopefully they now have enough 
new tools to keep their groups produc-
tive during the 2004-2005 school year. 
They are working on sending teachers 
to a CFG Coaches Institute this sum-
mer.

Since returning from Japan and 
reflecting on the experience, I have 
come to see with increased clarity how 
perfect the work of NSRF is for an 
international school setting. To open 
doors, deprivatize practice, and enhance 
our work with students through mutual 
support is important work for all our 
schools, but essential for schools as 
isolated as those in international school 
settings.

Patty we are glad you found the 
work of NSRF and hope you will bring 
new places to our doors!

Margaret MacLean can be contact-
ed at margaretmaclean@netscape.net

American School in Japan
(continued from page 5)

(continued on page 14)

The Practice of Freedom
Camilla Greene, Connecticut

“The academy is not a paradise. But 
learning is a place where paradise can 
be created. The Classroom, with all of 
its limitations, remains a location of 
possibility. In that field of possibility 
we have the opportunity to labor for 
freedom, to demand of ourselves and 
our comrades, an openness of mind 
and heart that allows us to face reality 
even as we collectively imagine ways to 
move beyond boundaries, to transgress. 
This is education as the practice of free-
dom.”
- bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: 
Education as the Practice of Freedom

Do we all share a common 
theory of action or a common 
philosophy about teaching and 

learning? I wonder. Do we all believe 
that we need to educate our urban youth 
to view education as – to use bell hook’s 
phrase “the practice of freedom”? What 
does that mean and what would that 
practice look like and sound like in our 
newly formed small urban high schools? 

For the last three years I have 
been an external coach in schools and 
school districts engaged in a variety of 
transformational initiatives mostly in 
urban areas and mostly in high schools. 
The Gates High School Transformation 
initiative in urban areas stresses person-
alization and establishment of relation-
ships in small schools and small class-
rooms. Given the opportunity to create a 

new paradigm of teaching and learning, 
I have been disheartened when I have 
visited newly established small urban 
high schools. More often than not I have 
observed not the practice of freedom but 
the practice of continued domination 
and control of the students by the adults. 
The discipline that I have observed is a 
discipline that grows out of oppression- 
external control of those with power 
(adults) over those who ostensibly have 
no power (the high school students). 
Something is amiss here. This oppres-
sive discipline is metered out to students 
by mainstream and non-mainstream 
educators alike. 

Very few adult educators in urban 
educational settings seem to know 
how to transform the behavior and will 
of those students least served by the 
education system without resorting to 
external control and discipline. This 
knowing how to teach to transform 
does not occur over night rather it is a 
journey you take over time as a teacher. 
It is a journey informed and shaped by 
an unshakable belief in the humanity 
and dignity of each urban high school 
student. It is a journey that requires that 
we as adults suspend and examine our 
previously held assumptions and expec-
tations about students who are “other” 
than ourselves because of their racial 
or national heritage, historical oppres-
sion, or their socioeconomic status. Your 
job, should you decide to accept it, is 
to touch the spirit and the humanness 

of each urban teenager and channel 
that spirit to engage in positive ways 
with learning and academic excellence. 
The challenge is to engage the urban 
student in meaningful curriculum and 
learning experiences that center him or 
her and help him or her make sense of 
his or her current condition in life. The 
content and the process of education 
should enlighten the learner to see how 
to shape another reality, through receiv-
ing an education, without compromis-
ing what he or she value as members of 
the non-dominant culture whether that 
culture be Haitian, Vietnamese, African, 
Caribbean, or Latino. 

As a teacher of English in urban 
high schools for many years, I found 
that my ability to reach and work 
with urban teenagers disengaged from 
the educational process depended on 
developing relationships with them. 
Getting to know my students as unique 
individuals was one of the many joys of 
teaching. Using what I gained from get-
ting to know each one of my students 
well helped me to develop a lot of strat-
egies that helped me in my journey to 
empower them to become more authen-
tic learners. In order to get to know 
each one of my students well it became 
essential that I co-construct with the 
student a sense of community. In our 
learning community the notion that we 
could learn from each other and the 
notion that we all brought our strengths 
and weaknesses to our community was 

2005 Events

California
New Coaches Institute
February 14-18
New Coaches Institute
February 28-March 4

Connecticut
New Coaches Institute
April 4-8
Hartford, CT

Massachusetts
New Coaches Institute
January; Newton, MA
CCE New Coaches Institute
Jan 26-28, March 30-31, 
April 1
Marlborough, MA
CCE New Coaches Institute
July 10-15
Cape Cod, MA

National Center
Facilitators’ Meeting
April 29-30
Chicago, IL

New Hampshire
New Coaches Institute
July 25-29
Keene, NH

Oregon
New Coaches Institute
February 17-19, April 15-
16
Portland, OR
 
Tennessee
New Coaches Institute
June 20-24
Chattanooga, TN

Wisconsin
New Coaches Institute
June 20-24
Oshkosh, WI
New Coaches Institute
June 27 - July 1
Oshkosh, WI
Open Space Technology
August 4
Oshkosh, WI
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I began my training as a 
CFG Coach as the only 
person of color in the 

group. This is not unusual for 
many of us who have been 
trained, those of us who are currently 
working in school reform and facilitate 
CFG Coaches Seminars. 

When NSRF decided to place 
equity in its mission statement, it was 
a turning point for those of us who felt 
that the organization didn’t do enough 
to address the issues that face many 
educators, students and facilitators of 
color.

As we continued to do the work 
of creating and deepening the work of 
CFGs, opportunities were presented 
to take it beyond suburbia into urban 
communities (the “inner” city) where 
there is more diversity. Many provoca-
tive questions ensued: 
Would these process-
es work with groups 
where there are many 
people of African, 
Hispanic, and Asian 
descent? How would 
they receive it? What 
facilitators have the 
knowledge and skills 
to work in urban 
settings? And more 
importantly does race/ethnicity or class 
matter? While diversity among ethnic 
groups differs as much as learning 
styles, much of the latter is addressed 
far more frequently than the former. 
Why is this the case? And what does 
this have to do with education reform 
and the work of CFGs anyway?

The question that looms large in 
the minds of some NSRF Facilitators 
is how to bring about the results that 
have been seen in suburban and rural 
environments to urban communities? 
Which features are similar? Which are 
different? How does a facilitator know 
these answers and create dynamic 
environments that will enable us to 
realize the mission of the National 
School Reform Faculty which 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?”

When I started working with 
The Black Alliance for Educational 
Options in September 2003, I soon 
learned that I could create the oppor-
tunity to gain some insights into these 
questions and perhaps even some 
answers. In my position as Program 
Director for the Small Schools Project, 
I had groups of Black educators to 
work with to increase the supply of 
quality educational options for Black 

children. Without 
a doubt, these 
individuals care 
deeply for the 
souls of Black 
children. I had 
the freedom to 
construct CFG 
Institutes that 
would meet their 
needs and assist 
them in the work 

of planning to open new small high 
schools in urban communities. My 
NSRF colleague, Camilla Greene, 
and I designed and facilitated these 
trainings. (Gina Kaplan co-facilitated 
with us in Milwaukee, WI.) Camilla 
and I asked ourselves all of the ques-
tions other facilitators ask about goals, 
objectives, audience, resources, logis-
tics, etc., but what was significant 
was that we also asked how we could 
design training for groups who were 
comprised predominantly of people 
of color who work in urban settings. 
What would be different from other 
groups that we’d trained? Doubtless, 
we both knew that it would indeed be 
different from what we had done in 
other places. How could we both build 
on the foundation of CFGs and address 

the realities of inner city educators, 
their students and families? 

We planned and conducted these 
trainings and, needless to say, they 
were quite a departure from oth-
ers that I was aware of. We included 
readings authored by people of color 
who wrote about successful experi-
ences with students who were racially, 
ethnically and economically diverse. 
We used resources from Lisa Delpit 
and also from Asa Hilliard’s chap-
ter in Young, Gifted and Black, “No 
Mystery: Closing the Achievement 
Gap Between Africans and Excellence” 
We also began the “equity” dialogue 
on day one as opposed to the usual 
point of entry on the afternoon of days 
two or three. On one hand, the groups 
were surprised to see two African-
Americans facilitating and leading 
work in education reform. On the other 
hand, participants commented on how 
surprised they were that issues which 
were important to them as adults and 
those that impact the lives of students 
of color were intentionally addressed 
in depth throughout the training. From 
the onset to the conclusion of our five 
day seminars, we remained focused 
on how the work of CFGs could bring 
about change and lasting improvements 
in the lives of the educators, parents, 
families and children we were serving. 
We were elated with the reception we 
received, the daily reflections and eval-
uations. As we continued to observe 
and think about why our trainings were 
so successful, I came away with three 
critical factors that I believe enabled 
our accomplishments and will ensure 
the success of other CFG Seminars 
where there is a significant mix of 
African-Americans (or more broadly 
those of African descent), Asians and 
Hispanics. I will use the baseball meta-
phor of “The Grand Slam” to illustrate 
my thoughts. Your “bases” need to 

A Grand Slam
RoLesia Holman, Maryland

(continued on page 19)

How could we both 
build on the foundation 
of CFGs and address 
the realities of inner 
city educators, their 
students and families? 

- a hospice worker who understands the 
importance of just being there when 
there are no words to make it better;

- a pediatrician who knows that a sick 
child is a member of a family and 
includes each member of the child’s 
family in their visit/appointment, not 
just the “custodial adult;”

- the focus on sharing information and 
power that cut across all the lives 
being described;

All of the people described in the 
book were busy. None of the people 
had an abundance of time, yet they all 
held on to the ways they could connect 
deeply with others. The lives of these 
strangers offered us powerful reminders 
for our practice in schools. Using the 
Success Analysis Protocol we were able 
to connect their lives with our own.

As we debriefed the process, some 
people talked about wanting to go back 
to the text to reread particular sec-
tions, while others talked about sharing 
this book with the staff back at their 
schools. Everyone agreed that using the 
protocol to put ourselves in the shoes 
of the book’s subjects had helped us go 
more deeply into the lessons of these 
lives, the lessons of the text. We moved 
beyond feeling passively inspired from 
a distance to feeling motivated to act 
in ways that embody respect in our 
schools. In particular, we discussed the 
need to make our personal decisions to 
respect others consistently explicit. Our 
conversation of the text ended with a 
conversation about the ways we could 
systematize respect in our departments 
and schools. Our conversation, our 
examination of respect continues.

 Having used the Success Analysis 
as a lens to read about the lives in 
Respect has given me a new way to 
read other people’s stories, a way that 
draws me in as more than a spectator. 
It reminds me of the “You Are There” 
books I used to devour as a child and I 
hope this new use of an old tool will be 
powerful for others too.

Debbie Bambino can be reached 
at dbambino@earthlink.net

Protocols in Practice
(continued from page 2)

Directors Report
(continued from page 12)

year, four districts received planning 
grants, and NSRF was responsible for 
providing technical assistance to all 
participating districts in the form of 
coaches seminars for all levels of dis-
trict personnel, as well as for providing 
external coaches to provide ongoing 

support to the districts throughout the 
grant period. This year, all four districts 
sent school personnel to the equivalent 
of a CFG Coaches Institute, and NSRF 
Facilitators are continuing to act as 
external coaches to the four districts as 
they deepen and scale up their work.

• This is the second round of school 
districts to receive support from the 
Lucent Foundation. NSRF Facilitators 
also worked with four districts for three 
years (from 2000-2003) in the TPI 
administered Lucent Peer Collaboration 
Project; last year, two of these districts 
received one year of continuation fund-
ing.

• The Education Commission of 
the States and its National Center for 
Learning and Citizenship is a partner-
ship with NSRF that is committed to 
advancing the civic mission of schools, 
increase support of state policy mak-
ers and education leaders for more 
engaged and democratic school pro-
cesses, and to employ NSRF Critical 
Friends Group processes in national 
policy-making initiatives.

• The First Amendment Schools: 
Educating for Freedom and Respon-
sibility project is co-sponsored by 
the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development (ASCD) 
and the First Amendment Center. 
Among the purposes of the project is to 
establish project schools – where first 
amendment principles are understood 
and applied throughout the school com-

munity and to encourage schools to be 
“laboratories of democratic freedom.”

An NSRF Co-Director has chaired 
the advisory board since its inception, 
and the project infuses NSRF prin-
ciples and practices into its technical 
assistance to project schools.

Activities of the National Center
• The NSRF National Winter 

Meeting takes place annually, and is 
co-planned by national office staff and 
national facilitators from the Center(s) 
of Activity in the region. The meeting 
has three purposes. We meet so CFG 
Coaches and school/district leaders can:

1. Share their experiences, suc-
cesses, dilemmas and knowledge about 
building learning communities and 
coaching CFGs.

2. Sharpen their thinking and ratchet 
up their skills so they are better able to 
coach and support that work.

3. Explore how they can continue to 
address issues of equity and achieve-
ment through their collaborative work.

This year’s meeting will be held 
January 13-15, 2005 at the Hyatt 
Regency in Cambridge. Register 
online at www.nsrfharmony.org/
wintermeeting/html

• The national Looking at Student 
Work (LASW) Collaborative has been 
supported by NSRF for the past two 
years. The LASW Collaborative is an 
association of individuals and edu-
cational organizations that focus on 
looking at student work to strengthen 
connections between instruction, cur-
riculum, and other aspects of school 
life to students’ learning. 

This association grew from a meet-
ing on “Examining Student Work and 
School Change” held in Chicago in 
October 1998, hosted by the Chicago 
Learning Collaborative and the 
Annenberg Institute for School Reform. 

NSRF maintains a web site 
(www.lasw.org), which is a resource for 
teachers, administrators, staff develop-
ers, and others who work with teachers, 
schools, and students. The site provides 
ideas and resources about a set of prac-

(continued on page 18)
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Finding the right mix of profes-
sional development for teachers 
can be challenging: searching 

for journal articles and books which are 
timely, finding workshops and graduate 
level courses that are locally available. 
Finding the balance between meeting 
the needs of individuals and the needs 
of the school or district can be daunt-
ing. Finding time is a constant issue 
all these tasks and more fall on 
the shoulders of the “Curriculum 
Coordinator”. Imagine, however, 
you are a Curriculum Coordinator 
and the nearest college or uni-
versity is seven hours away - by 
plane. Magazines arrive way past 
the month of issue, books need to 
be ordered sight unseen and take 
equally long to arrive and as for 
workshop leaders or consultants, 
they literally need days of travel 
to reach you and often arrive jet 
lagged and intimidated by their sur-
roundings. These are the working condi-
tions of Patty Butz the curriculum coor-
dinator at the American School in Japan. 
So, it is no small miracle that Patty was 
not only able to connect with the work 
of NSRF but to bring the work of NSRF 
to her school.

The American School in Japan 
(ASIJ) is for all intents and purposes 
a “typical” American school of 1528 
students PreK-12. Founded in 1902 
to provide a high quality education 
to expatriate business, embassy and 
missionary families, it is housed on a 
campus setting of attractive buildings in 
the suburbs of western Tokyo. Students 
arrive daily on school buses as they 
would in the US, and their days follow 
a “typical” US curriculum, with the 
addition of Japanese language, history 
and culture at all levels. The philoso-
phy of the school is embodied in the 
statement “Developing Compassionate, 
Inquisitive Learners Prepared for Global 
Responsibility”.

 The school would feel very famil-
iar to any US teacher up to the point 
when the students entered the room. 
Yes, students are students, but at ASIJ 

The American School in Japan
Margaret MacLean, Vermont

students are of 39 different nationali-
ties. I suppose you might find this in 
a classroom in Boston, Houston or 
LA, but at ASIJ even the American 
students may never have lived in the 
United States and the impact of the 
students’ experiences and cultural 
backgrounds is felt daily in the class-
room. Add to this mix ASIJ’s 160 
faculty, who represent 12 different 

nationalities, have been trained as 
teachers in varied programs through-
out the world and have taught in 
varied settings. Many diverse and 
interesting experiences have led them 
to the school.

As you can see, providing this 
faculty and student body with the 
right mix of professional develop-
ment is somewhat difficult, and that 
task falls on Patty’s shoulders. Patty 
has taught in international schools for 
over 25 years, during which she has 
put her talents toward varied roles 
in schools from Scotland to Iran. 
She has been at ASIJ for the past 
four years arriving there from the 
American Embassy School in New 
Delhi, India. Due to the isolation of 
the faculty at ASIJ from mainstream 
US professional development it made 
sense to Patty to look for ways in 
which the faculty could work together 
to build on each others’ experiences. 
It made sense to find a program that 
would build on individual knowledge 
by tapping into the skills and expe-
rience of colleagues. It was in her 
search for this kind of program that 

Patty uncovered the work of NSRF.
Knowledge of the work of NSRF 

came to Patty and the faculty via the 
Internet and subsequently a few books. 
No one at ASIJ has attended a work-
shop or introductory session, never 
mind a five-day seminar. In fact, no 
one has had any formal training of 
any kind. Nevertheless, from reading 
articles and downloading protocols, 
Patty and the staff plunged in. During 
the 2003-2004 school year every staff 
member at ASIJ belonged to a collab-
orative group modeled on their under-
standing of a CFG. Being a member of 
a group was a requirement but the kind 
of group you joined was up to indi-
viduals, allowing and a wide variety of 
groups to form. Teachers met in grade 
level groups, around subject matter, in 
special interest groups and in multi-
age groupings. The groups met for 
five scheduled sessions throughout the 
year and some groups held additional 
meetings. Activities of the groups were 
limited, as no one had access to the 
full range of tools a typical CFG has at 
their fingertips . All the groups, howev-
er, used the Tuning Protocol and some 
used the Success Analysis. In the spring 
of 2004, during an evaluation of the 
school for accreditation purposes, when 
asked about the offerings at the school 
the staff overwhelmingly pointed to 
their collaborative work as a positive 
experience and one they wanted to 
continue.

It was at this point that Patty con-
tacted NSRF and asked for someone 
willing to travel to Japan to work with 
the faculty. Although I live and work 
primarily in Vermont and work part 
time for VT NSRF, 20 odd years ago 
I was an international school educa-
tor. I spent 10 years travelling the 
world and teaching. I met my husband, 
Bruce, in Moscow in the 1970’s and I 
feel very much at home in an interna-
tional school setting. I ended up being a 
match for Patty and the needs of ASIJ. 
Consequently, I found myself travel-
ling the 14 hours by plane to Tokyo to 
work with the faculty for two days, to 

(continued on page 18)

Doing Principals’ CFGs
(continued from page 8)

Associate Principals (nine), and one for 
the Directors (seven). [Note: the initial 
CFGs may have been too small – only 
four or five in each – as there is prob-
ably a critical mass needed of at least 
seven or eight.] The Superintendent 
even went so far as to pay for refresh-
ments to be prepared by our district 
kitchen staff and delivered to the site 
of each CFG meeting. She included the 
meeting times for each of these CFGs 
in the district’s Administrators’ calen-
dar for the year, indicating these CFG 
sessions would substitute the second 
meetings of each of the administrative 
subgroups each month. Whether such 
Central Administrative, specifically 
Superintendent support, is essential 
to the creation and sustainability of 
these CFGs is not clear, but it certainly 
didn’t hurt. And I believe that our 
Superintendent’s continually having me 
use CFG Protocols at Administrative 
Team meetings at least helped create a 
new supportive culture for professional 
learning communities among all our 
administrators. 

These groups met consistently 
on a monthly basis for the next two 
years – the Elementary and Secondary 
Principals groups met after school from 
3:30-5:00 and rotated among the differ-
ent schools so that no one or two had 
to always drive 
the farthest to 
get to the meet-
ings (ours is a 
155 square mile 
district in which 
schools are 
widely spread). 
The Directors 
met in the 
morning from 
8:30-10:30 in 
one of the con-
ference rooms 
in the Central 
Administration 
building. [Clearly, the two hour ses-
sions are preferable and were more 
productive, although we did accomplish 
things in the hour-and-a-half meet-

ings.] During these CFG meetings I 
introduced each group to a number of 
protocols and then we re-used several 
as the participants began to identify 
issues they wished to tackle and a 
potocol they thought might help. I 
introduced and used Connections start-
ing with the second session of each 
group, and used reflections from the 
very beginning with each group. I 
also used ice-breakers (or warm-ups) 
to begin virtually every session as I 
found that these people, despite sev-
eral having been in the district for a 
number of years, really didn’t know 
each other very well, and needed to 
build a sense of trust, particularly as 
they increasingly came to take risks 
within their groups to share real con-
cerns, issues, and problems. I began 
each CFG with the Success Analysis 
Protocol as a way to get them initially 
to share something positive and to 
celebrate successes so as not to focus 
only a problems – these people in 
particular are sorely in need positive 
strokes and must be encouraged if 
they are ever to engage in the more 
difficult challenges facing us all in 
public education. We established our 
Group Norms, and used all varieties 
of protocols for getting help on an 
issue. Most particularly Consultancies, 

Sticky Issues, and One 
Minute Consultants 
– as this was fre-
quently what they 
appreciated the most. 
Also, we used all of 
the variations of Text-
Based Discussions 
– including The Final 
Word, Save the Last 
Word for Me, and 
Text Rendering (now 
a personal favorite). 
We did at least some 
work with the various 
protocols for look-

ing at student work, sometimes using 
these actually to look at administrators 
work. Although experience with one 
of these administrator CFGs taught me 

that, when using the Tuning Protocol 
for a particular piece of administrator 
work, that regardless of whether the 
person says they really want to hear 
the cool feedback first and it doesn’t 
matter if it’s mixed in with the warm, 
I will always insist on beginning with 
the warm feedback before going to the 
cool. Particularly with the Secondary 
Principals and Associate Principals, we 
frequently did a check-in at the begin-
ning of our sessions, going around the 
group, asking each person simply to 
share where they were, what they we 
feeling, experiencing, dealing-with, 
excited about, and/or perplexed by 
– then sometimes using something 
from that process as the focus of a 
Consultancy even if only to use the 
short Sticky Issues Protocol.

Lastly, at the end of the second 
year of coaching these three CFGs I 
indicated to the Superintendent and 
subsequently to each of the groups that 
I would not continue facilitating their 
sessions and encouraged them to get 
coaches training for themselves. This 
led to a CFG Coach at my school and 
I offering a one-week “Beginning CFG 
Coaches Training” last summer, which 
was paid for by the district through the 
Staff Professional Development office. 
As a result, all three administrator 
CFGs are at some stage of function-
ing on their own with trained Coaches 
from their ranks now in each group. An 
additional positive spin-off from all of 
this work has been the ever expanding 
use of some of the protocols by our dis-
trict administrators while working with 
their various staffs, tackling real issues, 
looking at student work, and begin-
ning CFGs among the teachers in their 
buildings. It has taken five years to get 
this far, but it seems to have been well 
worth the effort and I’d like to believe 
that it has begun to make a difference 
with the students in the elementary 
and secondary schools throughout our 
district.

Dave Lehman can be contacted 
at dlehman@aol.com

I found that these people, 
despite several having been 
in the district for a number 
of years, really didn’t know 
each other very well, and 
needed to build a sense of 
trust, particularly as they 
increasingly came to take 
risks within their groups to 
share real concerns, issues, 
and problems
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Since 1989 the Walt Disney Com-
pany has presented Disney’s American 
Teacher Awards, saluting outstanding 
members of the teaching profession. 
Specifically, the program honors those 
teachers whose approaches exemplify 
creativity in teaching and who inspire 
a joy of learning in their students. 
In 2003 John Pieper was one of 30 
teachers nationwide who received this 
award.  CFG Coaches training was 
one of the benefits included with this 
special recognition.

This is the second of three install-
ments following John’s journey as a 
new CFG Coach.

“You do realize we will 
have to lure them in with 
food?” Brenna chimed in 

as the three of us began to plan our fi rst 
CFG meeting. Kathy would supply the 
room. Brenna would bring the treats. I 
was to provide the soda. A message was 
sent out to all building staff members 
and then we anxiously waited to see who 
would show up. Brenna and Kathy had 
gone through the CFG training early last 
summer. They too were eager to put their 
training to use. 

On the day of the organizational 
meeting, eight souls uneasily stared at 
each other. There were a few questions 
pertaining to when the group would 
meet, how much time would people have 
to invest, and the truly important ques-
tion, how would this work help the stu-
dents? Stacey agreed to bring in a sample 
of work. November third would be the 
date of our fi rst authentic CFG meeting.

Two days before our fi rst CFG meet-
ing two of the members canceled due to 
scheduling confl icts. Now I was really 
nervous! But on the appointed day, seven 
of us sat down, settled in, and began our 
fi rst offi cial CFG meeting. I assumed the 
role of facilitator. We started with Norms 
and quickly moved on to the Consultancy 
Protocol.

Stacey’s dilemma involved a unit 
she was working on in Social Studies. 
There were limited resources available, 
and she was uncomfortable with the time 

frame she had 
to present the 
unit to the 
class. Con-
sidering the 
fact that four 
of the group’s 
members did 
not have any 
background 
in such things 
as probing and clarifying questions, the 
protocol fl owed smoothly and effec-
tively. There was an intensity of thought 
that you just don’t get when you meet 
informally. 

The true power of the protocol 
came out when we debriefed the process. 
Stacey’s words were an affi rmation to the 
value of the work.

“At fi rst I was nervous about pre-
senting.” She said. “But the further into 
it we got, the more secure I felt. I was so 
impressed by the depth of thinking all of 
you were doing for me. This has really 
been a helpful experience. Thank you for 
being there for me.” 

Lori’s comments were equally grati-
fying. “As we were discussing Stacey’s 
dilemma, I found myself thinking of 
ways her work, and the comments from 
others, could affect my work. Not only 
did the process help Stacey, but it helped 
me as well. This is really neat stuff!”

The group was almost giddy with 
excitement. I just coyly smiled and let 
out a deep sigh of relief. Brenna, Kathy, 
and I all agreed this fi rst CFG meeting 
exceeded our expectations. Even better, a 
colleague volunteered to take our classes 
if we wanted to set up some classroom 
observations. I am blessed to work with 
such a wonderful staff. 

Later, as I had time to refl ect, my 
thoughts drifted back to last year’s Winter 
Meeting. I had talked with many CFG 
Coaches and they shared a variety of 
mixed experiences. They aired concerns 
regarding time, administrative support, 
defensive posturing by peers, and a sense 
of isolation. Yet for all of the obstacles 
facing these coaches, each and every one 
projected a sense of commitment and 

optimism. The demeanor of these people 
was like that of someone who under-
stands the outcome of the process, but 
also acknowledges the critical factors that 
are required to nurture growth.

 In some ways the situation re-
minds me of Johnny Appleseed. A man 
of simple means, he had the vision and 
determination to dedicate his life to a 
process. He did not wait to watch the 
apple trees grow. He spread the seeds near 
and far knowing that he was enriching the 
lives of everyone he met. 

 Like so many John Chapmans, CFG 
Coaches and facilitators are also planting 
seeds. We seek out the fertile ground of 
learning and plant seeds of knowledge. 
Our ideas are rooted in sound practices. 
We have a mission to bring meaningful 
learning and equity to our students. We 
see the potential good the CFG work can 
bring to our schools. Yet we understand it 
will take time for our work to branch out 
across America. If we stay the course and 
continue to successfully reach out to more 
and more educators, then at some point, 
our patience, persistence and passion will 
come to fruition. When that epiphany 
occurs and there is a magnitude paradigm 
shift in the way schools function, then 
it will be time for a “Gala” celebration 
for our students and colleagues. Isn’t life 
“Delicious”? 

John Pieper can be contacted at 
jpieper@new.rr.com. Webster Stanley 
CFG members: John Pieper, Brenna 
Garrison-Bruden, Lori Satterstrum, 

Kathy Riederer, Sarah Poquette, 
Stacey Reese, Angie Thurn, Marcie 

Gundlach, and Angela Karcz 

Apples and CFGs in Harmony: 
A “Core” Curriculum
John Pieper, Wisconsin

Webster Stanley Critical Friends Group

long-standing relationship with several 
school reform organizations locally, 
including: ATLAS Communities, 
Educators for Social Responsibility, 
The Education Alliance and Northeast 
Regional Lab at Brown, Project Zero 
at Harvard, SmART Schools at EDC, 
and the CT Center for School Change, 
and have begun work with the Tripod 
Project at Harvard, as well as with 
EDCO (Education Collaborative of 
Greater Boston). They also have an 
on-going relationship with some of 
the local colleges and universities 
connected with the Institute on 
Disabilities at the University of New 
Hampshire.

Finally, the Massachusetts/
southern New Hampshire NSRF 
Center has as both a policy and a 
practice “cross-pollinating” with 
other NSRF Centers of Activity from 
across the country. Last summer 
alone, we invited NSRF Facilitators 
from CT, ME, Salt Lake City, UT, 
and VT to work with us. One of the 

Snapshot of a CFG
(continued from page 10)

of really helpful feedback. I was making notes all over the document. Then 
we were done- out of time - and it hit me... I had NO IDEA if there was 
ANYTHING, anything at all worth keeping. 

By skipping the warm feedback, I had seriously shortchanged the experi-
ence. The warm feedback isn’t there for warm fuzzies. It’s there so we don’t 
throw the baby out with the bath water! What IS worth keeping? Additionally, 
I feel safe with these people. I trust them and value the perspective of such a 
diverse group, but when it comes down to it, the warm feedback is there to 
help build that very foundation of support and trust among the group’s mem-
bers. Clearly, someone much wiser than I created the structure of the Tuning 
Protocol! Or, as my tea bag says, “Wisdom becomes knowledge when it 
becomes your personal experience.”

Diana Watson is in her first year out of the classroom. She is now on the 
staff of the newly created Center for School Success, a non-profit organization 
dedicated to helping students who struggle with learning achieve measurable 

success in school and in life. She can be contacted at Diana.Watson@valley.net. 

coaches for the past several years.
School Coaching is a new topic 

for their group but one that has been 
a healthy part of their discussions. At 
this time they are in conversation with 
a group of organizations interested in 
bringing the concept of school coaching 
to Vermont High Schools. Besides VT 
NSRF, members of the group include 
The Harmony/VISTA Project, the state 
Service Learning Steering Committee, 
the Department of Education, High 
Schools on the Move, and Drop Out 
Prevention groups.

As a group VTNSRF is excited by 
the concept of school coaching and the 
opportunities it could bring to further-
ing the depth of change of practice in 
Vermont Schools. They believe by 2005 
that they will have made strides in this 
area.

Margaret MacLean can be contacted 
at margaret.maclean@ruraledu.org

Massachusetts/Southern New Hampshire
(continued from page 10)

Vermont NSRF
(continued from page 11)

in our own Coaches CFG. All current 
coaches attend the Winter Meeting every 
year and use time away on the trip to 
infuse our work with new energy and 
ideas. We bring dilemmas from our 
Coaches CFG to share with coaches 
and NSRF Facilitators from all over 
the country so we can bring back their 
collective wisdom to help us here at 
Watkinson. Increasingly, lately, we fi nd 
ourselves moving towards becoming 
NSRF National Facilitators and trying 
to bring the work to other schools in 
Connecticut through LASW and New 
Coaches’ Institutes. In that way, we hope 
to make an impact beyond the walls of 
Watkinson.

Joslyn Aubin is the Head of 
Professional Development at Watkinson 

School. She can be contacted at 
 joslyn_aubin@watkinson.org

Watkinson School, CT
(continued from page 11)

best examples of “learning from each 
other” has been our long-standing 
relationship with the Northeast 
Independent School District (NEISD) 
of San Antonio. NSRF Facilitators 
from Massachusetts and southern 
New Hampshire have worked with 
schools and district personnel in 
San Antonio since the summer of 
2000, when twelve educators from 
the NEISD and Trinity University 
attended a CFG Coaches seminar 
facilitated by NH and MA NSRF 
Facilitators. San Antonio now has 
three NSRF Facilitators as well 
as three interns in the process of 
becoming NSRF Facilitators. This 
reciprocal relationship has formed the 
basis for important learning by CFG 
Coaches and NSRF Facilitators alike 
in both locales. 

 Gene Thompson-Grove is one of 
the Co-Directors of NSRF, 

and can be contacted at 
gthompsongrove@earthlink.net
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(continued on page 13)

Laughing and Learning
Michaelann Kelley, Texas

It is like the day before Christmas 
to me – I can’t sleep the night 
before the first day of school. I 

wake up with the same anticipation I 
did when I was seven and would run 
down the stairs to see what Santa had 
left for me under the tree. The same 
feelings of anticipation exist when I 
think about meeting my students for the 
first time. I am excited to bring them 
the gift of learning about art. I bubble 
with glee at the prospect of 
discovering new young talent and 
helping my students appreciate 
the aesthetics of art.

In August 2002 that antici-
pation was quickly squashed. I 
walked into first period and was 
met by 35 pairs of eyes – star-
ing at me not with anticipation 
but with skepticism and doubt. 
In the back of the room one pair 
of brown eyes came piercing 
through, almost challenging me 
to reach him. He sat with a group 
of young men that looked just 
like him at the table in the far 
back corner of the room. I smiled 
and tried to put on an unfettered 
expression, but I knew this was 
going to be a tough crowd.

I called roll and quickly real-
ized the eyes in the back of the 
room belonged to Edgar, a sopho-
more. I knew the activities I had 
planned for the day were useless. If I 
didn’t make a connection with Edgar 
and the others quickly, I would never 
make that connection. It would be a 
long year. 

My mind was racing a mile-a-
minute and, faster than I can type 
the following paragraph, it all went 
through my mind. I thought about John 
Dewey (1938) and his philosophy of 
experience and education, specifically, 
“the belief that all genuine education 
comes about through experience.” I 
had also recently received a book as a 
gift and in it one of the teachers talks 
about her philosophy of “teaching 
as caring” (Valenzuela, 1999). As a 
Critical Friends Group (CFG) Coach 

and National Facilitator of new CFG 
Coaches training, I knew that one of the 
keys to building a successful learning 
community was establishing relation-
ships. How do we do that in CFG train-
ing? One way is to start by using team 
builders to learn about each other. I had 
the knowledge. I had the toys.

I took the students outside to the 
hallway by the gym and we made a 
large circle. We did the group juggle. 

While tossing the toys and learning 
names, we laughed. Everyone par-
ticipated, yet some like Edgar not very 
enthusiastically. When we had had 
enough at 8:00am, we came in and 
debriefed. The students made immedi-
ate connections to their lives and to 
their multiple roles as teenagers. Many 
students talked about being a good stu-
dent, football player, band member, son 
or daughter, and some on even being 
employees – all the different roles they 
have and all the people they have to 
answer to. The discovery was that they 
have precious little time for themselves. 
I noticed during all of this Edgar was 
silent but attentive. 

That night I wrote in my journal 

about that class and those brown eyes in 
the back of the room that challenged me 
to throw out my normal first day agenda 
and get to know him.

The next morning we started the 
boring beginning of school routines: 
class syllabus, safety in the classroom, 
and the vocabulary of art. The students 
who love school were with me. Edgar 
was being passively attentive, those 
eyes still looking and waiting. I needed 

to continue what I had started 
the day before. Again, we all 
tracked out to the hallway by the 
gym and I had just one ball this 
time. I had the students partici-
pate in warp speed. As the day 
before, everyone, even Edgar, 
participated but not all enthu-
siastically. I kept pushing the 
group to get a faster time. I was 
relentless and would not let them 
settle for quitting. Just as I was 
about to give up on the group, 
Edgar stepped up and gave a 
brilliant suggestion on how to 
rearrange for the class to achieve 
a faster speed. His tablemates 
listened, but no one else did. The 
traditional high school leaders 
were in control. Edgar was quiet, 
but then after two more rounds 
of disappointing times, He again 
offered his suggestion. This time 
he was more forceful and physi-

cally moved to the center of the group. 
This time the group, desperate for a 
solution, heard him and made the neces-
sary changes. The group was successful.

At first, during the debriefing of 
the activity centered on complaints, 
such as “It was too hot” or “This is not 
appropriate for art class.” I listened and 
then reflected on what I saw happening 
during the game and how not all voices 
were heard or equally valued. I asked 
the group to state who they thought 
were the leaders, the innovators and the 
followers. The conversation took on a 
whole new dimension and was produc-
tive. The class talked about Edgar and 
his suggestion and how if he had not 
tried again to be heard, the whole group 

established early on in the school year. 
This became the foundation for all of 
our learning. 

Crucial to developing a sense of 
community in my English classroom 
or in my advisory was the power of the 
circle. We become a community when 
we sit in a circle breaking the hierarchy 
of desks and rows; who is sitting in 
the back or the front of the room is no 
longer an issue. In our circle we are all 
facing one another and we are all equal. 
We began to view the circle as a neces-
sary format and platform for the estab-
lishment of an emotionally safe and 
nurturing climate. In our discussions we 
talked a lot about metacognition. We 
regularly debriefed and evaluated our 
learning performances and our learning 
together. We learned to ask questions of 
ourselves, each other and the curricu-
lum. Often those questions were similar 
to the ones used by Debbie Meier and 
the Central Park East learning environ-
ment. For Whom is this important? 
Who benefits? And on the metacogni-
tive level we asked: How will I know 
when I know? It was also crucial that 
my students learn how to give me feed-
back about my performances and inter-
actions with them.

Early on I figured out that profes-
sional learning communities were not 
only valuable communities to establish 
with other educators, I also needed to 
establish a reciprocal learning com-
munity in my classroom before I could 
engage urban youth most of whom 
were reluctant readers and reluctant 
learners. My students and I established 
rituals and routines that we used when 
we needed to establish, maintain and 
expand our learning community. In 
order for me to engage each student in 
learning, I had to help him or her find 
his or her voice in a supportive commu-
nity focused on learning. In each learn-
ing situation we struggled with how we 
were going to treat each other and how 
we each wanted to be treated. We took 
time to resolve conflicts and learn from 
each conflict.

My students taught me how to 

challenge the genius within each one of 
them. They taught me how to channel 
their oftentimes negative energy into the 
positive energy we used to advance our 
learning community. Students began 
to not want to miss class because they 
felt their presence to be an integral part 
of the learning environment. Students 
did not want to be late to class because 
something that mattered to them was 
going to occur. Students wanted to 
develop their genius. I taught myself 
and them how to ask essential ques-
tions, probing questions. We grappled 
with formulating high order thinking 
questions and used those questions to 
engage in Socratic Seminars, to do text 
based discussions, construct projects, 
and explore the world of possibilities 
and develop action plans for learning 
and for expanding our horizons.

I expected to find an expansion of 
horizons in the new schools I visited, 
but lately I have been disheartened by 
the practices of discipline used by edu-
cators who have all the resources and 
opportunities to change their relation-
ships with urban youth. Whether or not 
these educators are aware of it, they are 
practicing a discipline that grows out of 
oppression. The discipline is top down 
discipline; handed down discipline not 
the co-constructed discipline that helps 
to instill in each participant in the learn-
ing community the will to choose to do 
the right thing. Instead, there seems to 
be an assumption operating that “these” 
kids can’t handle democratic participa-
tion.

My urban high school students 
and I figured out how to craft a mutu-
ally respectful learning community 
that respected our differences, did not 
shy away from disagreements and con-
fronted issues. The journeys and the co-
construction of learning and discipline 
practices were not always easy. Often 
I was confronted with the harsh reali-
ties of their lives, or I was confronted 
with the harsh reality that I had said or 
done something that was not perceived 
by a student or students as the right 
thing. But it was through open, honest 

dialogue that we became a community 
of learners willing to take on and try to 
resolve our conflicts and disagreements 
with each other that then connected to 
our willingness to take on rigorous stan-
dards based academic challenges.

This journey is not for the faint 
of heart. But if we truly want to teach 
those for whom the current public 
system has not served, we must go to 
the places of discomfort. I realized in 
my journey with urban teens that it is 
possible to take the most hostile, bel-
ligerent, recalcitrant teen, and by giving 
individuals a voice, by teaching them 
how to speak their truth without fear of 
put-downs, ridicule, or retribution we 
could grow together as learners. That 
was the most important lesson for me 
as an educator of urban youth. I had 
to learn with their help and permission 
how to transform them from teens who 
would set fires in the bathrooms to teens 
who would use education as a means, 
a tool to confront, address and resolve 
their issues using nonviolent means.

So where does this leave us as 
we transform large urban high schools 
into autonomous small high schools? 
It leaves us with a choice. Either we 
unconsciously replicate school as we 
now know it to be, or we consciously 
take on the challenge and together with 
our students co-construct “the paradise” 
of possibilities in a small school in 
small classrooms where the teachers, 
parents, communities, and the students 
mutually thrive. The academy, the small 
school and the classrooms can be the 
places of paradise where learning is the 
practice of freedom and possibilities if 
we as adults are willing to take the indi-
vidual and collective journeys with our 
students to forge a different reality of 
teaching and learning. 

I refer to the discipline as an indi-
vidual choice to do the right thing for 
the sake of the whole and for the sake 
of the individual learner developing as a 
critical thinker.

Camilla Greene can be contacted 
at camillagreene@att.net

The Practice of Freedom
(continued from page 3)

Edgar
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would have failed.
The bell rang and as all the students 

left I pulled Edgar aside and told him, 
“You made a big mistake today – I now 
know how smart you are and what a 
good leader you can be.” I winked and 
he smiled and left. 

As an art teacher I have worked 
hard to build-in opportunities to learn 
more about my students. I move 
about the room critiquing artwork 
and giving technique suggestions. 
I am constantly struggling though 
to provide each student with 
individual instruction and per-
sonal time in classes that have 35 
students. I try during these one-
on-one times to learn more about 
each student and allow space for 
them to learn about themselves 
and their strengths and others and 
their strengths. Edgar, during the 
18-week course, became a leader. 
Sometimes young Hispanic males 
fall prey to the stereotype that doing 
well in school is not “cool.” Edgar 
became a positive example that doing 
well in class, both academically and 
artistically, does not diminish your 
“coolness.” During class we talked 
and learned more about each other. We 
found out we had more in common 
than either of us would have thought. 
We shared our family experiences, our 
experiences in school and even our 
similar religious beliefs and values. He 
began to exceed expectations rather 
than just meet them in my art class and 
in all aspects of his life. For example 
the state curriculum specifies in a 
beginning art class the students will 
have studio experiences in both 2-D 
and 3-D art production. The sculpture 
project has proved to be very challeng-
ing to most of my students, even stu-
dents who had previously done well in 
the class. Edgar, however, immediately 
understood the 2-D and 3-D concepts 
and was quickly producing structur-
ally sound and very artistic pieces. At 
the same time, he noticed he was one 
of the few. He therefore would spend 
half the class working on his project 

and the other half helping others and 
teaching them. His grade in class was 
in the top 10% of all my students and 
his quiet leadership led me to believe he 
could be an asset to the art program at 
our school.

 My experiences with Edgar led 
me to recommend him for the National 
Art Honor Society. He joined and has 

been an active member for the past 
three years. In his second year at Eagle 
High School, he was invited to join the 
Science National Honor Society and has 
been an active member in that organiza-
tion for the past two years. He made a 
critical choice that semester to focus on 
learning, a choice he continues to make. 

I believe I had a small role to play 
in spurring Edgar’s decision. I also 
made a mindful choice that semester: 
to focus on understanding the students 
in front of me and build relationships 
with them. I was especially determined 
to meet the challenge of the pair of 
brown eyes in the back of the room. 
The interaction I had with Edgar has 
made me look at my practice differently. 
Sergiovanni (2001) states, “Teachers 
analyze different situations and monitor 
how situations change as practice 
unfolds. They craft strategies that 
combine action with thinking”(p. 253). 
I still keep a journal and reflect on my 
teaching practice. I can’t say I have 
found the holy grail for all teachers, but 
what I have discovered in really looking 
at the needs of my students, working 
on building relationships with my 

students and continually reflecting on 
my and their thoughts and actions helps 
me to be a better teacher tuned to my 
students’ needs. I do get complaints all 
the time from past and current students, 
“Why didn’t we get to do that?” or 
“Why aren’t we doing what my sister 
did?” My answer is always, “I don’t 
have the same students as last year or 

when your sister took my class; 
why would I teach the same way or 
the same thing?” Over the past 12 
years, teaching strategies, classroom 
management strategies and various 
standardized tests have come and 
gone. Through all of this change, I 
have maintained the students at the 
center of my teaching. Striving to 
be remembered as a teacher, who 
cared for them, laughed with them, 
and taught them something about 
themselves that they didn’t even 
know has always been my passion. 

Edgar is now a senior and has 
enlisted in the United States Marines 
Corps. Recently, Edgar and I spent some 
time after school talking about those 
first days in art class. Edgar talks about 
how I saw something in him beyond the 
façade he felt he was compelled to wear 
as a Mexican-American teenage male. 
He continued with how all his friends 
have since dropped out of school or 
are barely passing, remarking how that 
could have been him. He laughs and 
comments that he doesn’t understand 
how they can throw away their lives 
– he pauses, then reflects and remem-
bers – “I almost did.”

References:
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Michaelann Kelley can be 
contacted at mkelley@aldine.k12.tx.us

Laughing and Learning 
(continued from page 7)

It is very rare that all of the 
Elementary Principals get togeth-
er to share…if we could always 
work this way it would be incred-
ible. 
– an Elementary Principal

 I enjoy this more than I ever 
thought I would. Strategies [pro-
tocols] are very helpful, and real-
izing that we have similar issues 
is reassuring. I look forward to 
having the consultation piece next 
time.
– a Secondary Associate Principal

I was very pleased with the 
way this meeting/training occurred 
today. I must admit, I was hesitant 
to become part of a CFG – time 
issues. However, after this session, 
I can clearly see the benefits of a 
CFG and how becoming part of a 
group can actually save me some 
time and help me complete my job 
responsibilities more effectively.
– a Director

Looking at student work is 
directly applicable to work with 
department heads and staff at 
staff meetings. Help with my issue 
expanded my thinking on it; and 
helped me to plan an action. I like 
this a lot. 
– a Secondary Principal

These are a few quotes from 
some of the “Reflections” 
of the Principals’ CFGs 

I have been coaching in the Ithaca 
City School District in upstate New 
York. Public School Principals, 
Associate Principals, and central 
office Directors typically lead very 
lonely professional careers. There is 
only one Elementary Principal in any 
given elementary school and, although 
they may meet with their Associate 
Principals, Secondary Principals find 
themselves alone in making decisions. 
And certainly Directors at the middle 
management level in school districts 
- e.g. of Special Education, Staff 

Doing Principals’ CFGs
Dave Lehman, New York

Development, and Pre-K are in lonely 
positions. As the above quotes indicate, 
it is my strong belief that school district 
administrators are almost desperately 
in need of CFG professional learning 
communities. Thus, in this article I 
will briefly summarize how I got these 
groups started, support for them from 
the Central Administration, how often, 
where, and when we met, what worked 
and what didn’t.

Several years ago when a new 
Superintendent of Schools was hired, I 
was in the interim position of Assistant 
Superintendent for Curriculum and 
Instruction, K-12, while continu-
ing to serve as the Principal of the 
Alternative Community School (6-12). 
In that capacity in her first summer, the 
Superintendent consulted with me about 
activities for a summer workshop with 
the district’s “Administrative Team” 
(all Principals, Associate Principals, 
Directors, and Managers). She knew of 
my involvement with the Coalition of 
Essential Schools and the Annenberg 
Institute for School Reform, and thus I 
designed a series of text-based discus-
sions, walkabouts, and an introduction 
to some other protocols as well. This 
culminated in my recommendation at 
the end of the summer workshop that 
we form several CFGs to continue this 
kind of professional collegial sharing. 
Thus, two Elementary Principals groups 
(four each), a Secondary Principals 
CFG (four), and a Secondary Associate 

Principals group (five) met, with sup-
port from the Superintendent, on the last 
morning of the workshop to engage in 
“consultancies” and decide on times to 
meet. Our Secondary Principals CFG, 
of which I was a member, met regularly 
for the next two years, either once or 
twice per month in the office of one 
of the Principals, on a rotating basis, 
after school from 3:30-5:00. Although 
the Superintendent continued to call 
on me to use CFG protocols (particu-
larly text-based discussions) during our 
monthly Administrative Team meet-
ings, and despite the other groups very 
much wanting to do their CFGs, after a 
meeting or two, all but the Secondary 
Principals’ CFG petered out and did not 
continue to meet. My guess is that it 
was too much to expect that they could 
carry on the CFG activities without the 
experience a facilitator/coach such as I 
provided our Secondary Principals.

In the summer of 2001-02, again 
at the Administrative Team sum-
mer workshop, and again with the 
full support of the Superintendent, I 
presented a new CFG proposal. This 
time I offered to facilitate/coach two 
administrator CFGs, each made up of 
a mix of Elementary and Secondary 
Principals, Associate Principals and 
Directors. Although there was unani-
mous support for this proposal, it was 
modified to create three CFGs; one 
for the Elementary Principals (eight), 
one for the Secondary Principals and 

(continued on page 16)

 I can’t say I have found the holy 
grail for all teachers, but what I 
have discovered in really looking at 
the needs of my students, working 
on building relationships with my 
students and continually reflecting 
on my and their thoughts and actions 
helps me to be a better teacher tuned 
to my students’ needs. 

Newly Re-named Lehman Alternative Community School
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Everyone working in 
schools today knows 
that No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) tells us that 
“all kids will learn - or else.” 
However, while NCLB gives 
us the outcome and the tests 
that claim to measure our stu-
dents’ progress, it does little to 
answer the question addressed 
in the new book by Richard 
DuFour and his associates, 
namely: “What happens in our 
schools when, despite our best 
efforts in the classroom, a stu-
dent does not learn?”

In their new book, 
Whatever it Takes, the 
authors assume that we 
have taken steps to develop 
the Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs) they’ve 
been writing about for years. 
However, they don’t assume 
that these PLCs are responding 
collaboratively and consistently 
to the needs of students who 
are still falling behind.

An early “given” in the text states 
that most staffs agree, “all kids can 
learn.” The authors then show that four 
different sets of assumptions about kids 
and their learning can be built from this 
“commonly” held belief. Using four 
descriptive school models the authors 
show how a supposedly common belief 
can be played out in widely divergent 
approaches. Here are the fictitious 
schools:
- The Charles Darwin School where 

they maintain, “All kids can learn 
based on their ability.” 

- The Pontius Pilate School that 
believes “all kids can learn, if they 
take advantage of the opportunity 
we give to them.” 

- The Chicago Cub Fan School where 
“all kids can learn something, and 
they help all students experience 
academic growth in a warm, nurtur-
ing environment.” 

- The Henry Higgins School, where 
they believe “all kids can learn 

and they work to help all students 
achieve high standards of learning.”

The authors go on to describe an 
activity that asks readers to choose the 
prevalent model of schooling currently 
in place in the U.S. Following this 
safe national assessment of schools the 
authors ask people to consider the pos-
sibility that all four models are in fact 
operating in most schools simultan-
eously. I would go a step further 
and say that I think some combina-
tion of these models co-exist in most 
classrooms. I know that my best days 
were those in which I was a “Henry 
Higgins” doing whatever it took to 
reach all of my kids. However, I can-
not honestly say that I was always at 
my best, especially when I factor in the 
size of my classes and the impact of 
my own unconscious biases as a white 
teacher working with students of color. 
Did I maintain the same expectations 
for all my kids every day throughout 
the year? Despite my good intentions, 
I’m afraid I did not.

So how do we align our belief that 
all students can learn at high levels 
with our instructional practices and 
models? One idea that the authors 
promote is a shift from the current 
paradigm of time as the constant and 
quality as the variable. Instead of say-
ing we have “X” number of classes or 
hours to teach “Y” material, they say 
we need to figure out all of the ways 
both in class and out that we can sup-
port all kids learning “Y” and then find 
the time and supports to make their 
learning a real possibility.

The authors go on to challenge 
readers to develop a pyramid of collec-
tive supports for students that put an 
end to the “lottery” they say now exists 
in each child’s school experience. The 
authors describe the current lottery like 
this, get a good teacher and you win an 
opportunity for real support. Land in a 
marginal teacher’s class and you lose 
big time. When we consider its impact 
on students’ lives, I think we can agree 
that this reality of student placement 
is more like Russian Roulette than a 
lottery.

Whatever we call it, as long as 
teachers continue to work in isolation 
they usually take responsibility for 
just the kids they teach. In Whatever 
it Takes, DuFour and Co. challenge us 
to take responsibility for all the kids in 
our schools, especially those who are 
currently falling through the cracks. 
This book pushed me to think about 
my individual practice and my work as 
a CFG Coach differently. Our current 
system is gambling away the future of 
too many of our kids and I think this 
book can help us move forward more 
equitably where we collaboratively 
decide to do “whatever it takes” to help 
all kids succeed.

Whatever It Takes: How Professional 
Learning Communities Respond When 
Kids Don’t Learn by Richard DuFour, 

Rebecca DuFour, Robert Eaker & 
Gayle Karhanek

Debbie Bambino can be reached at 
dbambino@earthlink.net

Whatever It Takes: 
How Professional Learning Communities Respond When Kids Don’t Learn

A Book Review by Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

begin in places where we don’t 
currently have a Center of Activity or 
NSRF National Facilitators, or span 
several Centers of Activity, or need the 
resources of several NSRF Facilitators 
from across the country. The goal 
of every project is to leave the place 
with the capacity to continue the 
NSRF work on its own, using local 
resources and people. In addition, 
these programs often give NSRF 
Facilitators and CFG Coaches from 
across the country an opportunity to 
work together, thus cross-pollinating 
the work nationally, and affording us 
all an opportunity to learn from each 
other.

What follows is a summary of 
NSRF’s current national projects:

• VISTA – This is 
the fourth year of an 
anticipated five year 
project in Vermont 
and Indiana. This 
project is funded by a 
federal grant through 

the Corporation for 
National Service. At any given time 
NSRF has between 15 and 25 VISTA 
volunteers working in 15 schools 
throughout Vermont and Indianapolis 
under the direction of two NSRF 
VISTA state directors. All VISTA vol-
unteers attend a CFG Seminar and then 
apply their facilitative leadership skills 
in their schools. In Indianapolis the 
VISTAs focus on the Gates Foundation 
Small School conversion processes 
taking place in all five Indianapolis 
public high schools, serving as liai-
sons between each school’s NSRF 
School Change Coach and the rest of 
the school community. They are con-
centrating on assuring the presence of 
youth voice in the conversion process. 
In Vermont the VISTAs are focusing 
on assuring high-quality service learn-
ing opportunities for Vermont youth, 
and advocating for strong youth voice 
in all Vermont school reform efforts.

• National Council of La Raza- 
This is the third year of an anticipated 
multi-year project to develop and 

implement small school development, 
support and technical assistance plans 
for six NCLR Early College High 
School or Early College Planning 
teams. La Raza’s Early College proj-
ect is funded by the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation. Four NSRF National 
Facilitators work with schools in Los 
Angeles, CA, Tucson, AZ, Houston, 
TX, Washington, DC, Boston, MA and 
Pueblo, CO.

• Cleveland Municipal School 
District- 2003-2004 was the third year 
of a three-year project where NSRF 
is in its 4th year with the Cleveland 
Municipal School District. During the 
past three years, 16 NSRF National 
Facilitators have worked with 240 
Cleveland educators and eight interns 
in CFG/Facilitative Leadership prac-
tices. This year NSRF is conducting 
monthly follow ups. 

• Knowledge Works Foundation- 
This is third year of an anticipated 
four-year project in several school dis-
tricts in Ohio. This Knowledge Works 
project is primarily funded by the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation. This 
year, eight NSRF National Facilitators 
are included among some 20 Small 
School Change Coaches who are sup-
porting nearly 20 Ohio urban high 
schools in the small schools conver-
sion process. All 20 School Change 
Coaches have attended CFG seminars 
and are applying the practices in 
the conversion process. Leadership 
teams from these 20 schools have 
also attended NSRF Seminars and are 
applying the practices. During the first 
two years, a NSRF National Facilitator 
worked full-time for Knowledge Works 
and met monthly with the 20 School 
Change coaches.

In addition, two NSRF National 
Facilitators work with one Ohio 
school developing leaders for each of 
the school’s emerging six new small 
schools. An NSRF National Facilitator 
is also working with one Ohio school 
on an Early College project.

• The Small Schools Coaches 
Collaborative (SSCC) provides techni-

cal assistance, in the form of school 
coaches, to schools that receive rein-
vention grants from the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation. Forty-one coaches 
support the transformation of K-8 
schools and the conversion of large 
comprehensive high schools into small 
equitable high schools. Over seventy 
converted small schools opened this 
fall in Washington. The Collaborative 
is a partnership of the Small Schools 
Project, the Coalition of Essential 
Schools Northwest Center, and the 
National School Reform Faculty. 

NSRF Facilitators have been sup-
porting the professional development of 
the SSCC coaches since its inception. 
NSRF is also responsible for sharing 
what we are learning in Washington 
with the NSRF national network. 
Toward that end, NSRF Facilitators are 
currently developing a high school con-
version coaches seminar design, a com-
munity engagement coaching seminar 
for small school conversion coaches, a 
principal and small school leadership 
academy, and an interactive coaches 
guide in a CD/HTML format.

• The Collaborative Learning 
Communities Project, which is adminis-
tered by The Philanthropic Initiative (TPI) 
and funded by Lucent Technologies, 
is in the second year of a four-year 
project. The purpose of the project is to 
provide school districts in New Jersey 
with the resources and support neces-
sary to re-examine their professional 
development philosophy and practices, 
and to design a three-year implementa-
tion effort that will focus on profes-
sional relationships, foster collaborative 
dialogue among all levels of the district 
community, and begin to transform the 
professional development culture. Last 

Directors Report
(continued from page 1)

(continued on page 17)
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Snapshot of a CFG

Gathered in a cozy living room, enjoying the warmth of a fire, sat the 
eight members of the “Boundary Spanners” CFG. We are all educa-
tors: high school principal, school psychologist, learning specialist, 

college instructors (teacher prep), science museum educator, and me. Several 
of us are also CFG Coaches. (Two of us, Jay Davis and I, are also NSRF 
Facilitators.) In fact, that is how this Critical Friends Group got started. Three 
of the members were participants together in a coaches’ training last year, and 
were determined to create a Critical Friends Group that would really push the 
thinking of the members. 

At that recent fire-side meeting, I was co-presenting a brochure, using 
the Tuning Protocol. We had also included a text-based discussion as part of 
the agenda. That led to rich conversation and, of course, we found ourselves 
pressed for time. I was eager to go ahead with the Tuning, despite the time 
crunch, (only 30 minutes), anxious to get feedback on the brochure so it could 
be used immediately. Sticking to the protocol is something I feel very strongly 
about, and often “preach” about not changing the process. “The protocols are 
created very consciously, and have been tested over time... they work the way 
they are written...” I BELIEVE THIS to be true. I would never allow this to 
happen in a coaches’ training. Yet, faced with the dilemma of squeezing a 
Tuning into limited minutes, I heard myself saying, “We can skip the warm 
feedback, and go directly to the cool... I really need to know what doesn’t 
work.” Does that sound like the sentiments of a NORTH, or what??? “Just give 
me the information so I can get to work on it.” 

The designated facilitator strongly suggested otherwise, but acquiesced. 
We went through the protocol, and dedicated several quick rounds to cool feed-
back. The comments were actionable, credible and audible - all the characteristics 

Highlights from NSRF’s Centers of Activity in the North East

Vermont NSRF (VT NSRF) activities have been 
ongoing since 1999. In this time period much has 
changed. In 1999, they were a small group of three 

individual coaches working independently in different geo-
graphic areas of the state. In 2004 they are a collaborative 
group of 7 national level facilitators whom:

• meet regularly in center retreats and meetings
• have agreed upon standards of practice
• use the tools of our practice to conduct center 

meetings
• have used the future protocol to begin the devel-

opment of a strategic plan
• have developed a relationship with the Snelling 

Center for Government for fiscal services and 
administrative support

• as of July 1st have hired a part-time director, 
Margaret MacLean

Annually, introductory one-day sessions have taken 
place to initially introduce participants to CFG practices. 
These have taken place for principals, as groups in leader-
ship programs through the Vermont Principals Association, 
for the statewide group of Special Education Directors and 
as in-service days for staff at various supervisory unions.
The core of their work since 1999 has been scheduling and 
conducting coaches training’s for Vermont educators. These 
have taken place in varied formats:

• 5-day summer sessions for new coaches
• 4 day summer experienced coaches seminars (2003)
• Embedded trainings following varied schedules and 

conducted in supervisory unions. These training 
have followed different formats and have included 
the practice of new skills between sessions.

They have also hosted annual colloquia open to trained 

If you come to Massachusetts or 
southern New Hampshire to visit 
the NSRF “Center of Activity,” 

you won’t find a building, or an 
administrative assistant, or even a phone 
number in the telephone directory. 
However, you will find a great deal of 
CFG work being done by hundreds of 
CFG Coaches, led by nearly a dozen 
NSRF National Facilitators and interns, 
in schools and school districts across the 
region. 

NSRF work in Massachusetts and 
southern New Hampshire has had a long 
history. Two of the original Co-Directors 
lived in Massachusetts while working 
in Rhode Island at the Annenberg 
Institute for School Reform (AISR), 
and Souhegan High School (in southern 
New Hampshire) was the first school 
in NSRF’s network to move to whole 
school CFGs. In fact, Souhegan’s use of 
CFGs to realize its mission – Souhegan 
High School aspires to be a community 
of learners born of respect, trust, and 
courage – was featured in an early 
NSRF video: A Community of Learners.

There has been a steady growth 
in activity in the region since 2000, 
when NSRF moved to Harmony in 
Bloomington, Indiana, and National 
Facilitators from Massachusetts and 
southern New Hampshire sponsored 
the first of many national CFG New 
Coaches Seminars in the Northeast 
region. Last summer alone, participants 
in Massachusetts and Souhegan CFG 
Coaches Seminars came to New 
England from twelve states.

NSRF Facilitators have worked 
extensively on training and supporting 
CFG Coaches during the past several 
years with the following Massachusetts 
districts: Brookline, Cambridge, 
Danvers, Dover Sherborn, Fitchburg, 
Great Barrington, Leominster, Malden, 
Newton, North Adams, Waltham and 
Ware, as well as with schools and 
districts in CT, southern NH, and RI. 
Several urban charter schools in MA 
have trained CFG Coaches, as do 

NSRF-related activities at the Southern Maine 
Partnership (SMP) have been ongoing since 1996. 
While some work of the Southern Maine Partnership 

is explicitly NSRF, the spillover influ-
ence into many aspects of SMP work 
has been large. The single largest 
component of SMP’s NSRF-related 
work has been helping educators in 
Maine become NSRF-trained CFG/PLC Coaches, and provid-
ing support for them after initial training. At this time, there are 
approximately 150 educators in Maine who are NSRF-trained 
CFG/PLC coaches. A second aspect of their work is support 
for trained coaches and the hosting of coaches’ support meet-

several independent 
schools. Other 
districts have 
smaller cadres of 
trained coaches in 
individual schools.

In addition, 
NSRF Facilitators 
and CFG Coaches 
have been working 
with several districts in converting 
large schools into small learning 
communities, using CFGs as a 
professional development vehicle 
as well as a process for creating 
collaborative cultures – most notably 
in Cambridge (2000-2003), and 
currently, in Newton, Leominster 

and Springfield. The Center for 
Collaborative Education (CCE) Boston 
is working intensively with schools 
though their New England Small 
Schools Network Program (NESSN), 
especially in Boston, Malden and 
Worcester, MA, and in Utica, NY.

NSRF Facilitators also have a 

Massachusetts/Southern New Hampshire

(continued on page 15)

(continued on page 15)

Watkinson School, Connecticut 

At Watkinson School, Hartford’s only indepen-
dent day school, the impact of CFGs has been 
immeasurable (although we’re trying to change 

that through better documentation methods!). Although 
about 60% of faculty and administrators participate in vol-
untary CFGs, the language and methods of critical friends 

have seeped into 
almost every as-
pect of our school 
culture. In classes 
students regularly 
give each other 
warm and cool 
feedback, and 
tune each other’s 
work. At our an-
nual upper school 
retreat, students 
participate in the 
Future Protocol, 

where they imagine who they want to be in the future and 
speak about it as if it has already happened. Then they de-
vise a plan for how their high school career can help them 
get there. At our faculty meetings we often use protocols 
like Microlabs or a Consultancy to get at people’s issues 
and concerns around a new proposal.

At a recent board meeting, the entire board of direc-
tors participated in a continuum exercise designed to 
help members of the school reach agreement about which 
school initiatives should be the focus of a major new 
capital campaign. 

Our CFGs are facilitated by pairs of committed 
coaches who support each other’s growth as facilitators 

(continued on page 15) (continued on page 15)

Watkinson School snapshot

ings. Since 2002 they have hosted annual meetings and 
statewide listservs open to all trained coaches in Maine. In 
addition to a generalized consistency between the methods 

Southern Maine Partnership school coaches 
use in schools and the philosophy, activi-
ties and tools associated with NSRF, the 
Southern Maine Partnership has explicitly 
promoted the idea that schools engaged in 

comprehensive school reform should be engaged in creat-
ing professional learning communities. 

John Newlin can be contacted 
at jnewlin@usm.maine.edu

Southern Maine Partnership

Vermont NSRF

Souhegan High School
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Snapshot of a CFG

Gathered in a cozy living room, enjoying the warmth of a fire, sat the 
eight members of the “Boundary Spanners” CFG. We are all educa-
tors: high school principal, school psychologist, learning specialist, 

college instructors (teacher prep), science museum educator, and me. Several 
of us are also CFG Coaches. (Two of us, Jay Davis and I, are also NSRF 
Facilitators.) In fact, that is how this Critical Friends Group got started. Three 
of the members were participants together in a coaches’ training last year, and 
were determined to create a Critical Friends Group that would really push the 
thinking of the members. 

At that recent fire-side meeting, I was co-presenting a brochure, using 
the Tuning Protocol. We had also included a text-based discussion as part of 
the agenda. That led to rich conversation and, of course, we found ourselves 
pressed for time. I was eager to go ahead with the Tuning, despite the time 
crunch, (only 30 minutes), anxious to get feedback on the brochure so it could 
be used immediately. Sticking to the protocol is something I feel very strongly 
about, and often “preach” about not changing the process. “The protocols are 
created very consciously, and have been tested over time... they work the way 
they are written...” I BELIEVE THIS to be true. I would never allow this to 
happen in a coaches’ training. Yet, faced with the dilemma of squeezing a 
Tuning into limited minutes, I heard myself saying, “We can skip the warm 
feedback, and go directly to the cool... I really need to know what doesn’t 
work.” Does that sound like the sentiments of a NORTH, or what??? “Just give 
me the information so I can get to work on it.” 

The designated facilitator strongly suggested otherwise, but acquiesced. 
We went through the protocol, and dedicated several quick rounds to cool feed-
back. The comments were actionable, credible and audible - all the characteristics 

Highlights from NSRF’s Centers of Activity in the North East

Vermont NSRF (VT NSRF) activities have been 
ongoing since 1999. In this time period much has 
changed. In 1999, they were a small group of three 

individual coaches working independently in different geo-
graphic areas of the state. In 2004 they are a collaborative 
group of 7 national level facilitators whom:

• meet regularly in center retreats and meetings
• have agreed upon standards of practice
• use the tools of our practice to conduct center 

meetings
• have used the future protocol to begin the devel-

opment of a strategic plan
• have developed a relationship with the Snelling 

Center for Government for fiscal services and 
administrative support

• as of July 1st have hired a part-time director, 
Margaret MacLean

Annually, introductory one-day sessions have taken 
place to initially introduce participants to CFG practices. 
These have taken place for principals, as groups in leader-
ship programs through the Vermont Principals Association, 
for the statewide group of Special Education Directors and 
as in-service days for staff at various supervisory unions.
The core of their work since 1999 has been scheduling and 
conducting coaches training’s for Vermont educators. These 
have taken place in varied formats:

• 5-day summer sessions for new coaches
• 4 day summer experienced coaches seminars (2003)
• Embedded trainings following varied schedules and 

conducted in supervisory unions. These training 
have followed different formats and have included 
the practice of new skills between sessions.

They have also hosted annual colloquia open to trained 

If you come to Massachusetts or 
southern New Hampshire to visit 
the NSRF “Center of Activity,” 

you won’t find a building, or an 
administrative assistant, or even a phone 
number in the telephone directory. 
However, you will find a great deal of 
CFG work being done by hundreds of 
CFG Coaches, led by nearly a dozen 
NSRF National Facilitators and interns, 
in schools and school districts across the 
region. 

NSRF work in Massachusetts and 
southern New Hampshire has had a long 
history. Two of the original Co-Directors 
lived in Massachusetts while working 
in Rhode Island at the Annenberg 
Institute for School Reform (AISR), 
and Souhegan High School (in southern 
New Hampshire) was the first school 
in NSRF’s network to move to whole 
school CFGs. In fact, Souhegan’s use of 
CFGs to realize its mission – Souhegan 
High School aspires to be a community 
of learners born of respect, trust, and 
courage – was featured in an early 
NSRF video: A Community of Learners.

There has been a steady growth 
in activity in the region since 2000, 
when NSRF moved to Harmony in 
Bloomington, Indiana, and National 
Facilitators from Massachusetts and 
southern New Hampshire sponsored 
the first of many national CFG New 
Coaches Seminars in the Northeast 
region. Last summer alone, participants 
in Massachusetts and Souhegan CFG 
Coaches Seminars came to New 
England from twelve states.

NSRF Facilitators have worked 
extensively on training and supporting 
CFG Coaches during the past several 
years with the following Massachusetts 
districts: Brookline, Cambridge, 
Danvers, Dover Sherborn, Fitchburg, 
Great Barrington, Leominster, Malden, 
Newton, North Adams, Waltham and 
Ware, as well as with schools and 
districts in CT, southern NH, and RI. 
Several urban charter schools in MA 
have trained CFG Coaches, as do 

NSRF-related activities at the Southern Maine 
Partnership (SMP) have been ongoing since 1996. 
While some work of the Southern Maine Partnership 

is explicitly NSRF, the spillover influ-
ence into many aspects of SMP work 
has been large. The single largest 
component of SMP’s NSRF-related 
work has been helping educators in 
Maine become NSRF-trained CFG/PLC Coaches, and provid-
ing support for them after initial training. At this time, there are 
approximately 150 educators in Maine who are NSRF-trained 
CFG/PLC coaches. A second aspect of their work is support 
for trained coaches and the hosting of coaches’ support meet-

several independent 
schools. Other 
districts have 
smaller cadres of 
trained coaches in 
individual schools.

In addition, 
NSRF Facilitators 
and CFG Coaches 
have been working 
with several districts in converting 
large schools into small learning 
communities, using CFGs as a 
professional development vehicle 
as well as a process for creating 
collaborative cultures – most notably 
in Cambridge (2000-2003), and 
currently, in Newton, Leominster 

and Springfield. The Center for 
Collaborative Education (CCE) Boston 
is working intensively with schools 
though their New England Small 
Schools Network Program (NESSN), 
especially in Boston, Malden and 
Worcester, MA, and in Utica, NY.

NSRF Facilitators also have a 

Massachusetts/Southern New Hampshire

(continued on page 15)
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Watkinson School, Connecticut 

At Watkinson School, Hartford’s only indepen-
dent day school, the impact of CFGs has been 
immeasurable (although we’re trying to change 

that through better documentation methods!). Although 
about 60% of faculty and administrators participate in vol-
untary CFGs, the language and methods of critical friends 

have seeped into 
almost every as-
pect of our school 
culture. In classes 
students regularly 
give each other 
warm and cool 
feedback, and 
tune each other’s 
work. At our an-
nual upper school 
retreat, students 
participate in the 
Future Protocol, 

where they imagine who they want to be in the future and 
speak about it as if it has already happened. Then they de-
vise a plan for how their high school career can help them 
get there. At our faculty meetings we often use protocols 
like Microlabs or a Consultancy to get at people’s issues 
and concerns around a new proposal.

At a recent board meeting, the entire board of direc-
tors participated in a continuum exercise designed to 
help members of the school reach agreement about which 
school initiatives should be the focus of a major new 
capital campaign. 

Our CFGs are facilitated by pairs of committed 
coaches who support each other’s growth as facilitators 

(continued on page 15) (continued on page 15)

Watkinson School snapshot

ings. Since 2002 they have hosted annual meetings and 
statewide listservs open to all trained coaches in Maine. In 
addition to a generalized consistency between the methods 

Southern Maine Partnership school coaches 
use in schools and the philosophy, activi-
ties and tools associated with NSRF, the 
Southern Maine Partnership has explicitly 
promoted the idea that schools engaged in 

comprehensive school reform should be engaged in creat-
ing professional learning communities. 

John Newlin can be contacted 
at jnewlin@usm.maine.edu

Southern Maine Partnership

Vermont NSRF

Souhegan High School
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Everyone working in 
schools today knows 
that No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) tells us that 
“all kids will learn - or else.” 
However, while NCLB gives 
us the outcome and the tests 
that claim to measure our stu-
dents’ progress, it does little to 
answer the question addressed 
in the new book by Richard 
DuFour and his associates, 
namely: “What happens in our 
schools when, despite our best 
efforts in the classroom, a stu-
dent does not learn?”

In their new book, 
Whatever it Takes, the 
authors assume that we 
have taken steps to develop 
the Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs) they’ve 
been writing about for years. 
However, they don’t assume 
that these PLCs are responding 
collaboratively and consistently 
to the needs of students who 
are still falling behind.

An early “given” in the text states 
that most staffs agree, “all kids can 
learn.” The authors then show that four 
different sets of assumptions about kids 
and their learning can be built from this 
“commonly” held belief. Using four 
descriptive school models the authors 
show how a supposedly common belief 
can be played out in widely divergent 
approaches. Here are the fictitious 
schools:
- The Charles Darwin School where 

they maintain, “All kids can learn 
based on their ability.” 

- The Pontius Pilate School that 
believes “all kids can learn, if they 
take advantage of the opportunity 
we give to them.” 

- The Chicago Cub Fan School where 
“all kids can learn something, and 
they help all students experience 
academic growth in a warm, nurtur-
ing environment.” 

- The Henry Higgins School, where 
they believe “all kids can learn 

and they work to help all students 
achieve high standards of learning.”

The authors go on to describe an 
activity that asks readers to choose the 
prevalent model of schooling currently 
in place in the U.S. Following this 
safe national assessment of schools the 
authors ask people to consider the pos-
sibility that all four models are in fact 
operating in most schools simultan-
eously. I would go a step further 
and say that I think some combina-
tion of these models co-exist in most 
classrooms. I know that my best days 
were those in which I was a “Henry 
Higgins” doing whatever it took to 
reach all of my kids. However, I can-
not honestly say that I was always at 
my best, especially when I factor in the 
size of my classes and the impact of 
my own unconscious biases as a white 
teacher working with students of color. 
Did I maintain the same expectations 
for all my kids every day throughout 
the year? Despite my good intentions, 
I’m afraid I did not.

So how do we align our belief that 
all students can learn at high levels 
with our instructional practices and 
models? One idea that the authors 
promote is a shift from the current 
paradigm of time as the constant and 
quality as the variable. Instead of say-
ing we have “X” number of classes or 
hours to teach “Y” material, they say 
we need to figure out all of the ways 
both in class and out that we can sup-
port all kids learning “Y” and then find 
the time and supports to make their 
learning a real possibility.

The authors go on to challenge 
readers to develop a pyramid of collec-
tive supports for students that put an 
end to the “lottery” they say now exists 
in each child’s school experience. The 
authors describe the current lottery like 
this, get a good teacher and you win an 
opportunity for real support. Land in a 
marginal teacher’s class and you lose 
big time. When we consider its impact 
on students’ lives, I think we can agree 
that this reality of student placement 
is more like Russian Roulette than a 
lottery.

Whatever we call it, as long as 
teachers continue to work in isolation 
they usually take responsibility for 
just the kids they teach. In Whatever 
it Takes, DuFour and Co. challenge us 
to take responsibility for all the kids in 
our schools, especially those who are 
currently falling through the cracks. 
This book pushed me to think about 
my individual practice and my work as 
a CFG Coach differently. Our current 
system is gambling away the future of 
too many of our kids and I think this 
book can help us move forward more 
equitably where we collaboratively 
decide to do “whatever it takes” to help 
all kids succeed.

Whatever It Takes: How Professional 
Learning Communities Respond When 
Kids Don’t Learn by Richard DuFour, 

Rebecca DuFour, Robert Eaker & 
Gayle Karhanek

Debbie Bambino can be reached at 
dbambino@earthlink.net

Whatever It Takes: 
How Professional Learning Communities Respond When Kids Don’t Learn

A Book Review by Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

begin in places where we don’t 
currently have a Center of Activity or 
NSRF National Facilitators, or span 
several Centers of Activity, or need the 
resources of several NSRF Facilitators 
from across the country. The goal 
of every project is to leave the place 
with the capacity to continue the 
NSRF work on its own, using local 
resources and people. In addition, 
these programs often give NSRF 
Facilitators and CFG Coaches from 
across the country an opportunity to 
work together, thus cross-pollinating 
the work nationally, and affording us 
all an opportunity to learn from each 
other.

What follows is a summary of 
NSRF’s current national projects:

• VISTA – This is 
the fourth year of an 
anticipated five year 
project in Vermont 
and Indiana. This 
project is funded by a 
federal grant through 

the Corporation for 
National Service. At any given time 
NSRF has between 15 and 25 VISTA 
volunteers working in 15 schools 
throughout Vermont and Indianapolis 
under the direction of two NSRF 
VISTA state directors. All VISTA vol-
unteers attend a CFG Seminar and then 
apply their facilitative leadership skills 
in their schools. In Indianapolis the 
VISTAs focus on the Gates Foundation 
Small School conversion processes 
taking place in all five Indianapolis 
public high schools, serving as liai-
sons between each school’s NSRF 
School Change Coach and the rest of 
the school community. They are con-
centrating on assuring the presence of 
youth voice in the conversion process. 
In Vermont the VISTAs are focusing 
on assuring high-quality service learn-
ing opportunities for Vermont youth, 
and advocating for strong youth voice 
in all Vermont school reform efforts.

• National Council of La Raza- 
This is the third year of an anticipated 
multi-year project to develop and 

implement small school development, 
support and technical assistance plans 
for six NCLR Early College High 
School or Early College Planning 
teams. La Raza’s Early College proj-
ect is funded by the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation. Four NSRF National 
Facilitators work with schools in Los 
Angeles, CA, Tucson, AZ, Houston, 
TX, Washington, DC, Boston, MA and 
Pueblo, CO.

• Cleveland Municipal School 
District- 2003-2004 was the third year 
of a three-year project where NSRF 
is in its 4th year with the Cleveland 
Municipal School District. During the 
past three years, 16 NSRF National 
Facilitators have worked with 240 
Cleveland educators and eight interns 
in CFG/Facilitative Leadership prac-
tices. This year NSRF is conducting 
monthly follow ups. 

• Knowledge Works Foundation- 
This is third year of an anticipated 
four-year project in several school dis-
tricts in Ohio. This Knowledge Works 
project is primarily funded by the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation. This 
year, eight NSRF National Facilitators 
are included among some 20 Small 
School Change Coaches who are sup-
porting nearly 20 Ohio urban high 
schools in the small schools conver-
sion process. All 20 School Change 
Coaches have attended CFG seminars 
and are applying the practices in 
the conversion process. Leadership 
teams from these 20 schools have 
also attended NSRF Seminars and are 
applying the practices. During the first 
two years, a NSRF National Facilitator 
worked full-time for Knowledge Works 
and met monthly with the 20 School 
Change coaches.

In addition, two NSRF National 
Facilitators work with one Ohio 
school developing leaders for each of 
the school’s emerging six new small 
schools. An NSRF National Facilitator 
is also working with one Ohio school 
on an Early College project.

• The Small Schools Coaches 
Collaborative (SSCC) provides techni-

cal assistance, in the form of school 
coaches, to schools that receive rein-
vention grants from the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation. Forty-one coaches 
support the transformation of K-8 
schools and the conversion of large 
comprehensive high schools into small 
equitable high schools. Over seventy 
converted small schools opened this 
fall in Washington. The Collaborative 
is a partnership of the Small Schools 
Project, the Coalition of Essential 
Schools Northwest Center, and the 
National School Reform Faculty. 

NSRF Facilitators have been sup-
porting the professional development of 
the SSCC coaches since its inception. 
NSRF is also responsible for sharing 
what we are learning in Washington 
with the NSRF national network. 
Toward that end, NSRF Facilitators are 
currently developing a high school con-
version coaches seminar design, a com-
munity engagement coaching seminar 
for small school conversion coaches, a 
principal and small school leadership 
academy, and an interactive coaches 
guide in a CD/HTML format.

• The Collaborative Learning 
Communities Project, which is adminis-
tered by The Philanthropic Initiative (TPI) 
and funded by Lucent Technologies, 
is in the second year of a four-year 
project. The purpose of the project is to 
provide school districts in New Jersey 
with the resources and support neces-
sary to re-examine their professional 
development philosophy and practices, 
and to design a three-year implementa-
tion effort that will focus on profes-
sional relationships, foster collaborative 
dialogue among all levels of the district 
community, and begin to transform the 
professional development culture. Last 

Directors Report
(continued from page 1)
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would have failed.
The bell rang and as all the students 

left I pulled Edgar aside and told him, 
“You made a big mistake today – I now 
know how smart you are and what a 
good leader you can be.” I winked and 
he smiled and left. 

As an art teacher I have worked 
hard to build-in opportunities to learn 
more about my students. I move 
about the room critiquing artwork 
and giving technique suggestions. 
I am constantly struggling though 
to provide each student with 
individual instruction and per-
sonal time in classes that have 35 
students. I try during these one-
on-one times to learn more about 
each student and allow space for 
them to learn about themselves 
and their strengths and others and 
their strengths. Edgar, during the 
18-week course, became a leader. 
Sometimes young Hispanic males 
fall prey to the stereotype that doing 
well in school is not “cool.” Edgar 
became a positive example that doing 
well in class, both academically and 
artistically, does not diminish your 
“coolness.” During class we talked 
and learned more about each other. We 
found out we had more in common 
than either of us would have thought. 
We shared our family experiences, our 
experiences in school and even our 
similar religious beliefs and values. He 
began to exceed expectations rather 
than just meet them in my art class and 
in all aspects of his life. For example 
the state curriculum specifies in a 
beginning art class the students will 
have studio experiences in both 2-D 
and 3-D art production. The sculpture 
project has proved to be very challeng-
ing to most of my students, even stu-
dents who had previously done well in 
the class. Edgar, however, immediately 
understood the 2-D and 3-D concepts 
and was quickly producing structur-
ally sound and very artistic pieces. At 
the same time, he noticed he was one 
of the few. He therefore would spend 
half the class working on his project 

and the other half helping others and 
teaching them. His grade in class was 
in the top 10% of all my students and 
his quiet leadership led me to believe he 
could be an asset to the art program at 
our school.

 My experiences with Edgar led 
me to recommend him for the National 
Art Honor Society. He joined and has 

been an active member for the past 
three years. In his second year at Eagle 
High School, he was invited to join the 
Science National Honor Society and has 
been an active member in that organiza-
tion for the past two years. He made a 
critical choice that semester to focus on 
learning, a choice he continues to make. 

I believe I had a small role to play 
in spurring Edgar’s decision. I also 
made a mindful choice that semester: 
to focus on understanding the students 
in front of me and build relationships 
with them. I was especially determined 
to meet the challenge of the pair of 
brown eyes in the back of the room. 
The interaction I had with Edgar has 
made me look at my practice differently. 
Sergiovanni (2001) states, “Teachers 
analyze different situations and monitor 
how situations change as practice 
unfolds. They craft strategies that 
combine action with thinking”(p. 253). 
I still keep a journal and reflect on my 
teaching practice. I can’t say I have 
found the holy grail for all teachers, but 
what I have discovered in really looking 
at the needs of my students, working 
on building relationships with my 

students and continually reflecting on 
my and their thoughts and actions helps 
me to be a better teacher tuned to my 
students’ needs. I do get complaints all 
the time from past and current students, 
“Why didn’t we get to do that?” or 
“Why aren’t we doing what my sister 
did?” My answer is always, “I don’t 
have the same students as last year or 

when your sister took my class; 
why would I teach the same way or 
the same thing?” Over the past 12 
years, teaching strategies, classroom 
management strategies and various 
standardized tests have come and 
gone. Through all of this change, I 
have maintained the students at the 
center of my teaching. Striving to 
be remembered as a teacher, who 
cared for them, laughed with them, 
and taught them something about 
themselves that they didn’t even 
know has always been my passion. 

Edgar is now a senior and has 
enlisted in the United States Marines 
Corps. Recently, Edgar and I spent some 
time after school talking about those 
first days in art class. Edgar talks about 
how I saw something in him beyond the 
façade he felt he was compelled to wear 
as a Mexican-American teenage male. 
He continued with how all his friends 
have since dropped out of school or 
are barely passing, remarking how that 
could have been him. He laughs and 
comments that he doesn’t understand 
how they can throw away their lives 
– he pauses, then reflects and remem-
bers – “I almost did.”
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Laughing and Learning 
(continued from page 7)

It is very rare that all of the 
Elementary Principals get togeth-
er to share…if we could always 
work this way it would be incred-
ible. 
– an Elementary Principal

 I enjoy this more than I ever 
thought I would. Strategies [pro-
tocols] are very helpful, and real-
izing that we have similar issues 
is reassuring. I look forward to 
having the consultation piece next 
time.
– a Secondary Associate Principal

I was very pleased with the 
way this meeting/training occurred 
today. I must admit, I was hesitant 
to become part of a CFG – time 
issues. However, after this session, 
I can clearly see the benefits of a 
CFG and how becoming part of a 
group can actually save me some 
time and help me complete my job 
responsibilities more effectively.
– a Director

Looking at student work is 
directly applicable to work with 
department heads and staff at 
staff meetings. Help with my issue 
expanded my thinking on it; and 
helped me to plan an action. I like 
this a lot. 
– a Secondary Principal

These are a few quotes from 
some of the “Reflections” 
of the Principals’ CFGs 

I have been coaching in the Ithaca 
City School District in upstate New 
York. Public School Principals, 
Associate Principals, and central 
office Directors typically lead very 
lonely professional careers. There is 
only one Elementary Principal in any 
given elementary school and, although 
they may meet with their Associate 
Principals, Secondary Principals find 
themselves alone in making decisions. 
And certainly Directors at the middle 
management level in school districts 
- e.g. of Special Education, Staff 

Doing Principals’ CFGs
Dave Lehman, New York

Development, and Pre-K are in lonely 
positions. As the above quotes indicate, 
it is my strong belief that school district 
administrators are almost desperately 
in need of CFG professional learning 
communities. Thus, in this article I 
will briefly summarize how I got these 
groups started, support for them from 
the Central Administration, how often, 
where, and when we met, what worked 
and what didn’t.

Several years ago when a new 
Superintendent of Schools was hired, I 
was in the interim position of Assistant 
Superintendent for Curriculum and 
Instruction, K-12, while continu-
ing to serve as the Principal of the 
Alternative Community School (6-12). 
In that capacity in her first summer, the 
Superintendent consulted with me about 
activities for a summer workshop with 
the district’s “Administrative Team” 
(all Principals, Associate Principals, 
Directors, and Managers). She knew of 
my involvement with the Coalition of 
Essential Schools and the Annenberg 
Institute for School Reform, and thus I 
designed a series of text-based discus-
sions, walkabouts, and an introduction 
to some other protocols as well. This 
culminated in my recommendation at 
the end of the summer workshop that 
we form several CFGs to continue this 
kind of professional collegial sharing. 
Thus, two Elementary Principals groups 
(four each), a Secondary Principals 
CFG (four), and a Secondary Associate 

Principals group (five) met, with sup-
port from the Superintendent, on the last 
morning of the workshop to engage in 
“consultancies” and decide on times to 
meet. Our Secondary Principals CFG, 
of which I was a member, met regularly 
for the next two years, either once or 
twice per month in the office of one 
of the Principals, on a rotating basis, 
after school from 3:30-5:00. Although 
the Superintendent continued to call 
on me to use CFG protocols (particu-
larly text-based discussions) during our 
monthly Administrative Team meet-
ings, and despite the other groups very 
much wanting to do their CFGs, after a 
meeting or two, all but the Secondary 
Principals’ CFG petered out and did not 
continue to meet. My guess is that it 
was too much to expect that they could 
carry on the CFG activities without the 
experience a facilitator/coach such as I 
provided our Secondary Principals.

In the summer of 2001-02, again 
at the Administrative Team sum-
mer workshop, and again with the 
full support of the Superintendent, I 
presented a new CFG proposal. This 
time I offered to facilitate/coach two 
administrator CFGs, each made up of 
a mix of Elementary and Secondary 
Principals, Associate Principals and 
Directors. Although there was unani-
mous support for this proposal, it was 
modified to create three CFGs; one 
for the Elementary Principals (eight), 
one for the Secondary Principals and 

(continued on page 16)

 I can’t say I have found the holy 
grail for all teachers, but what I 
have discovered in really looking at 
the needs of my students, working 
on building relationships with my 
students and continually reflecting 
on my and their thoughts and actions 
helps me to be a better teacher tuned 
to my students’ needs. 

Newly Re-named Lehman Alternative Community School
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(continued on page 13)

Laughing and Learning
Michaelann Kelley, Texas

It is like the day before Christmas 
to me – I can’t sleep the night 
before the first day of school. I 

wake up with the same anticipation I 
did when I was seven and would run 
down the stairs to see what Santa had 
left for me under the tree. The same 
feelings of anticipation exist when I 
think about meeting my students for the 
first time. I am excited to bring them 
the gift of learning about art. I bubble 
with glee at the prospect of 
discovering new young talent and 
helping my students appreciate 
the aesthetics of art.

In August 2002 that antici-
pation was quickly squashed. I 
walked into first period and was 
met by 35 pairs of eyes – star-
ing at me not with anticipation 
but with skepticism and doubt. 
In the back of the room one pair 
of brown eyes came piercing 
through, almost challenging me 
to reach him. He sat with a group 
of young men that looked just 
like him at the table in the far 
back corner of the room. I smiled 
and tried to put on an unfettered 
expression, but I knew this was 
going to be a tough crowd.

I called roll and quickly real-
ized the eyes in the back of the 
room belonged to Edgar, a sopho-
more. I knew the activities I had 
planned for the day were useless. If I 
didn’t make a connection with Edgar 
and the others quickly, I would never 
make that connection. It would be a 
long year. 

My mind was racing a mile-a-
minute and, faster than I can type 
the following paragraph, it all went 
through my mind. I thought about John 
Dewey (1938) and his philosophy of 
experience and education, specifically, 
“the belief that all genuine education 
comes about through experience.” I 
had also recently received a book as a 
gift and in it one of the teachers talks 
about her philosophy of “teaching 
as caring” (Valenzuela, 1999). As a 
Critical Friends Group (CFG) Coach 

and National Facilitator of new CFG 
Coaches training, I knew that one of the 
keys to building a successful learning 
community was establishing relation-
ships. How do we do that in CFG train-
ing? One way is to start by using team 
builders to learn about each other. I had 
the knowledge. I had the toys.

I took the students outside to the 
hallway by the gym and we made a 
large circle. We did the group juggle. 

While tossing the toys and learning 
names, we laughed. Everyone par-
ticipated, yet some like Edgar not very 
enthusiastically. When we had had 
enough at 8:00am, we came in and 
debriefed. The students made immedi-
ate connections to their lives and to 
their multiple roles as teenagers. Many 
students talked about being a good stu-
dent, football player, band member, son 
or daughter, and some on even being 
employees – all the different roles they 
have and all the people they have to 
answer to. The discovery was that they 
have precious little time for themselves. 
I noticed during all of this Edgar was 
silent but attentive. 

That night I wrote in my journal 

about that class and those brown eyes in 
the back of the room that challenged me 
to throw out my normal first day agenda 
and get to know him.

The next morning we started the 
boring beginning of school routines: 
class syllabus, safety in the classroom, 
and the vocabulary of art. The students 
who love school were with me. Edgar 
was being passively attentive, those 
eyes still looking and waiting. I needed 

to continue what I had started 
the day before. Again, we all 
tracked out to the hallway by the 
gym and I had just one ball this 
time. I had the students partici-
pate in warp speed. As the day 
before, everyone, even Edgar, 
participated but not all enthu-
siastically. I kept pushing the 
group to get a faster time. I was 
relentless and would not let them 
settle for quitting. Just as I was 
about to give up on the group, 
Edgar stepped up and gave a 
brilliant suggestion on how to 
rearrange for the class to achieve 
a faster speed. His tablemates 
listened, but no one else did. The 
traditional high school leaders 
were in control. Edgar was quiet, 
but then after two more rounds 
of disappointing times, He again 
offered his suggestion. This time 
he was more forceful and physi-

cally moved to the center of the group. 
This time the group, desperate for a 
solution, heard him and made the neces-
sary changes. The group was successful.

At first, during the debriefing of 
the activity centered on complaints, 
such as “It was too hot” or “This is not 
appropriate for art class.” I listened and 
then reflected on what I saw happening 
during the game and how not all voices 
were heard or equally valued. I asked 
the group to state who they thought 
were the leaders, the innovators and the 
followers. The conversation took on a 
whole new dimension and was produc-
tive. The class talked about Edgar and 
his suggestion and how if he had not 
tried again to be heard, the whole group 

established early on in the school year. 
This became the foundation for all of 
our learning. 

Crucial to developing a sense of 
community in my English classroom 
or in my advisory was the power of the 
circle. We become a community when 
we sit in a circle breaking the hierarchy 
of desks and rows; who is sitting in 
the back or the front of the room is no 
longer an issue. In our circle we are all 
facing one another and we are all equal. 
We began to view the circle as a neces-
sary format and platform for the estab-
lishment of an emotionally safe and 
nurturing climate. In our discussions we 
talked a lot about metacognition. We 
regularly debriefed and evaluated our 
learning performances and our learning 
together. We learned to ask questions of 
ourselves, each other and the curricu-
lum. Often those questions were similar 
to the ones used by Debbie Meier and 
the Central Park East learning environ-
ment. For Whom is this important? 
Who benefits? And on the metacogni-
tive level we asked: How will I know 
when I know? It was also crucial that 
my students learn how to give me feed-
back about my performances and inter-
actions with them.

Early on I figured out that profes-
sional learning communities were not 
only valuable communities to establish 
with other educators, I also needed to 
establish a reciprocal learning com-
munity in my classroom before I could 
engage urban youth most of whom 
were reluctant readers and reluctant 
learners. My students and I established 
rituals and routines that we used when 
we needed to establish, maintain and 
expand our learning community. In 
order for me to engage each student in 
learning, I had to help him or her find 
his or her voice in a supportive commu-
nity focused on learning. In each learn-
ing situation we struggled with how we 
were going to treat each other and how 
we each wanted to be treated. We took 
time to resolve conflicts and learn from 
each conflict.

My students taught me how to 

challenge the genius within each one of 
them. They taught me how to channel 
their oftentimes negative energy into the 
positive energy we used to advance our 
learning community. Students began 
to not want to miss class because they 
felt their presence to be an integral part 
of the learning environment. Students 
did not want to be late to class because 
something that mattered to them was 
going to occur. Students wanted to 
develop their genius. I taught myself 
and them how to ask essential ques-
tions, probing questions. We grappled 
with formulating high order thinking 
questions and used those questions to 
engage in Socratic Seminars, to do text 
based discussions, construct projects, 
and explore the world of possibilities 
and develop action plans for learning 
and for expanding our horizons.

I expected to find an expansion of 
horizons in the new schools I visited, 
but lately I have been disheartened by 
the practices of discipline used by edu-
cators who have all the resources and 
opportunities to change their relation-
ships with urban youth. Whether or not 
these educators are aware of it, they are 
practicing a discipline that grows out of 
oppression. The discipline is top down 
discipline; handed down discipline not 
the co-constructed discipline that helps 
to instill in each participant in the learn-
ing community the will to choose to do 
the right thing. Instead, there seems to 
be an assumption operating that “these” 
kids can’t handle democratic participa-
tion.

My urban high school students 
and I figured out how to craft a mutu-
ally respectful learning community 
that respected our differences, did not 
shy away from disagreements and con-
fronted issues. The journeys and the co-
construction of learning and discipline 
practices were not always easy. Often 
I was confronted with the harsh reali-
ties of their lives, or I was confronted 
with the harsh reality that I had said or 
done something that was not perceived 
by a student or students as the right 
thing. But it was through open, honest 

dialogue that we became a community 
of learners willing to take on and try to 
resolve our conflicts and disagreements 
with each other that then connected to 
our willingness to take on rigorous stan-
dards based academic challenges.

This journey is not for the faint 
of heart. But if we truly want to teach 
those for whom the current public 
system has not served, we must go to 
the places of discomfort. I realized in 
my journey with urban teens that it is 
possible to take the most hostile, bel-
ligerent, recalcitrant teen, and by giving 
individuals a voice, by teaching them 
how to speak their truth without fear of 
put-downs, ridicule, or retribution we 
could grow together as learners. That 
was the most important lesson for me 
as an educator of urban youth. I had 
to learn with their help and permission 
how to transform them from teens who 
would set fires in the bathrooms to teens 
who would use education as a means, 
a tool to confront, address and resolve 
their issues using nonviolent means.

So where does this leave us as 
we transform large urban high schools 
into autonomous small high schools? 
It leaves us with a choice. Either we 
unconsciously replicate school as we 
now know it to be, or we consciously 
take on the challenge and together with 
our students co-construct “the paradise” 
of possibilities in a small school in 
small classrooms where the teachers, 
parents, communities, and the students 
mutually thrive. The academy, the small 
school and the classrooms can be the 
places of paradise where learning is the 
practice of freedom and possibilities if 
we as adults are willing to take the indi-
vidual and collective journeys with our 
students to forge a different reality of 
teaching and learning. 

I refer to the discipline as an indi-
vidual choice to do the right thing for 
the sake of the whole and for the sake 
of the individual learner developing as a 
critical thinker.

Camilla Greene can be contacted 
at camillagreene@att.net

The Practice of Freedom
(continued from page 3)

Edgar
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Since 1989 the Walt Disney Com-
pany has presented Disney’s American 
Teacher Awards, saluting outstanding 
members of the teaching profession. 
Specifically, the program honors those 
teachers whose approaches exemplify 
creativity in teaching and who inspire 
a joy of learning in their students. 
In 2003 John Pieper was one of 30 
teachers nationwide who received this 
award.  CFG Coaches training was 
one of the benefits included with this 
special recognition.

This is the second of three install-
ments following John’s journey as a 
new CFG Coach.

“You do realize we will 
have to lure them in with 
food?” Brenna chimed in 

as the three of us began to plan our fi rst 
CFG meeting. Kathy would supply the 
room. Brenna would bring the treats. I 
was to provide the soda. A message was 
sent out to all building staff members 
and then we anxiously waited to see who 
would show up. Brenna and Kathy had 
gone through the CFG training early last 
summer. They too were eager to put their 
training to use. 

On the day of the organizational 
meeting, eight souls uneasily stared at 
each other. There were a few questions 
pertaining to when the group would 
meet, how much time would people have 
to invest, and the truly important ques-
tion, how would this work help the stu-
dents? Stacey agreed to bring in a sample 
of work. November third would be the 
date of our fi rst authentic CFG meeting.

Two days before our fi rst CFG meet-
ing two of the members canceled due to 
scheduling confl icts. Now I was really 
nervous! But on the appointed day, seven 
of us sat down, settled in, and began our 
fi rst offi cial CFG meeting. I assumed the 
role of facilitator. We started with Norms 
and quickly moved on to the Consultancy 
Protocol.

Stacey’s dilemma involved a unit 
she was working on in Social Studies. 
There were limited resources available, 
and she was uncomfortable with the time 

frame she had 
to present the 
unit to the 
class. Con-
sidering the 
fact that four 
of the group’s 
members did 
not have any 
background 
in such things 
as probing and clarifying questions, the 
protocol fl owed smoothly and effec-
tively. There was an intensity of thought 
that you just don’t get when you meet 
informally. 

The true power of the protocol 
came out when we debriefed the process. 
Stacey’s words were an affi rmation to the 
value of the work.

“At fi rst I was nervous about pre-
senting.” She said. “But the further into 
it we got, the more secure I felt. I was so 
impressed by the depth of thinking all of 
you were doing for me. This has really 
been a helpful experience. Thank you for 
being there for me.” 

Lori’s comments were equally grati-
fying. “As we were discussing Stacey’s 
dilemma, I found myself thinking of 
ways her work, and the comments from 
others, could affect my work. Not only 
did the process help Stacey, but it helped 
me as well. This is really neat stuff!”

The group was almost giddy with 
excitement. I just coyly smiled and let 
out a deep sigh of relief. Brenna, Kathy, 
and I all agreed this fi rst CFG meeting 
exceeded our expectations. Even better, a 
colleague volunteered to take our classes 
if we wanted to set up some classroom 
observations. I am blessed to work with 
such a wonderful staff. 

Later, as I had time to refl ect, my 
thoughts drifted back to last year’s Winter 
Meeting. I had talked with many CFG 
Coaches and they shared a variety of 
mixed experiences. They aired concerns 
regarding time, administrative support, 
defensive posturing by peers, and a sense 
of isolation. Yet for all of the obstacles 
facing these coaches, each and every one 
projected a sense of commitment and 

optimism. The demeanor of these people 
was like that of someone who under-
stands the outcome of the process, but 
also acknowledges the critical factors that 
are required to nurture growth.

 In some ways the situation re-
minds me of Johnny Appleseed. A man 
of simple means, he had the vision and 
determination to dedicate his life to a 
process. He did not wait to watch the 
apple trees grow. He spread the seeds near 
and far knowing that he was enriching the 
lives of everyone he met. 

 Like so many John Chapmans, CFG 
Coaches and facilitators are also planting 
seeds. We seek out the fertile ground of 
learning and plant seeds of knowledge. 
Our ideas are rooted in sound practices. 
We have a mission to bring meaningful 
learning and equity to our students. We 
see the potential good the CFG work can 
bring to our schools. Yet we understand it 
will take time for our work to branch out 
across America. If we stay the course and 
continue to successfully reach out to more 
and more educators, then at some point, 
our patience, persistence and passion will 
come to fruition. When that epiphany 
occurs and there is a magnitude paradigm 
shift in the way schools function, then 
it will be time for a “Gala” celebration 
for our students and colleagues. Isn’t life 
“Delicious”? 

John Pieper can be contacted at 
jpieper@new.rr.com. Webster Stanley 
CFG members: John Pieper, Brenna 
Garrison-Bruden, Lori Satterstrum, 

Kathy Riederer, Sarah Poquette, 
Stacey Reese, Angie Thurn, Marcie 

Gundlach, and Angela Karcz 

Apples and CFGs in Harmony: 
A “Core” Curriculum
John Pieper, Wisconsin

Webster Stanley Critical Friends Group

long-standing relationship with several 
school reform organizations locally, 
including: ATLAS Communities, 
Educators for Social Responsibility, 
The Education Alliance and Northeast 
Regional Lab at Brown, Project Zero 
at Harvard, SmART Schools at EDC, 
and the CT Center for School Change, 
and have begun work with the Tripod 
Project at Harvard, as well as with 
EDCO (Education Collaborative of 
Greater Boston). They also have an 
on-going relationship with some of 
the local colleges and universities 
connected with the Institute on 
Disabilities at the University of New 
Hampshire.

Finally, the Massachusetts/
southern New Hampshire NSRF 
Center has as both a policy and a 
practice “cross-pollinating” with 
other NSRF Centers of Activity from 
across the country. Last summer 
alone, we invited NSRF Facilitators 
from CT, ME, Salt Lake City, UT, 
and VT to work with us. One of the 

Snapshot of a CFG
(continued from page 10)

of really helpful feedback. I was making notes all over the document. Then 
we were done- out of time - and it hit me... I had NO IDEA if there was 
ANYTHING, anything at all worth keeping. 

By skipping the warm feedback, I had seriously shortchanged the experi-
ence. The warm feedback isn’t there for warm fuzzies. It’s there so we don’t 
throw the baby out with the bath water! What IS worth keeping? Additionally, 
I feel safe with these people. I trust them and value the perspective of such a 
diverse group, but when it comes down to it, the warm feedback is there to 
help build that very foundation of support and trust among the group’s mem-
bers. Clearly, someone much wiser than I created the structure of the Tuning 
Protocol! Or, as my tea bag says, “Wisdom becomes knowledge when it 
becomes your personal experience.”

Diana Watson is in her first year out of the classroom. She is now on the 
staff of the newly created Center for School Success, a non-profit organization 
dedicated to helping students who struggle with learning achieve measurable 

success in school and in life. She can be contacted at Diana.Watson@valley.net. 

coaches for the past several years.
School Coaching is a new topic 

for their group but one that has been 
a healthy part of their discussions. At 
this time they are in conversation with 
a group of organizations interested in 
bringing the concept of school coaching 
to Vermont High Schools. Besides VT 
NSRF, members of the group include 
The Harmony/VISTA Project, the state 
Service Learning Steering Committee, 
the Department of Education, High 
Schools on the Move, and Drop Out 
Prevention groups.

As a group VTNSRF is excited by 
the concept of school coaching and the 
opportunities it could bring to further-
ing the depth of change of practice in 
Vermont Schools. They believe by 2005 
that they will have made strides in this 
area.

Margaret MacLean can be contacted 
at margaret.maclean@ruraledu.org

Massachusetts/Southern New Hampshire
(continued from page 10)

Vermont NSRF
(continued from page 11)

in our own Coaches CFG. All current 
coaches attend the Winter Meeting every 
year and use time away on the trip to 
infuse our work with new energy and 
ideas. We bring dilemmas from our 
Coaches CFG to share with coaches 
and NSRF Facilitators from all over 
the country so we can bring back their 
collective wisdom to help us here at 
Watkinson. Increasingly, lately, we fi nd 
ourselves moving towards becoming 
NSRF National Facilitators and trying 
to bring the work to other schools in 
Connecticut through LASW and New 
Coaches’ Institutes. In that way, we hope 
to make an impact beyond the walls of 
Watkinson.

Joslyn Aubin is the Head of 
Professional Development at Watkinson 

School. She can be contacted at 
 joslyn_aubin@watkinson.org

Watkinson School, CT
(continued from page 11)

best examples of “learning from each 
other” has been our long-standing 
relationship with the Northeast 
Independent School District (NEISD) 
of San Antonio. NSRF Facilitators 
from Massachusetts and southern 
New Hampshire have worked with 
schools and district personnel in 
San Antonio since the summer of 
2000, when twelve educators from 
the NEISD and Trinity University 
attended a CFG Coaches seminar 
facilitated by NH and MA NSRF 
Facilitators. San Antonio now has 
three NSRF Facilitators as well 
as three interns in the process of 
becoming NSRF Facilitators. This 
reciprocal relationship has formed the 
basis for important learning by CFG 
Coaches and NSRF Facilitators alike 
in both locales. 

 Gene Thompson-Grove is one of 
the Co-Directors of NSRF, 

and can be contacted at 
gthompsongrove@earthlink.net
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Finding the right mix of profes-
sional development for teachers 
can be challenging: searching 

for journal articles and books which are 
timely, finding workshops and graduate 
level courses that are locally available. 
Finding the balance between meeting 
the needs of individuals and the needs 
of the school or district can be daunt-
ing. Finding time is a constant issue 
all these tasks and more fall on 
the shoulders of the “Curriculum 
Coordinator”. Imagine, however, 
you are a Curriculum Coordinator 
and the nearest college or uni-
versity is seven hours away - by 
plane. Magazines arrive way past 
the month of issue, books need to 
be ordered sight unseen and take 
equally long to arrive and as for 
workshop leaders or consultants, 
they literally need days of travel 
to reach you and often arrive jet 
lagged and intimidated by their sur-
roundings. These are the working condi-
tions of Patty Butz the curriculum coor-
dinator at the American School in Japan. 
So, it is no small miracle that Patty was 
not only able to connect with the work 
of NSRF but to bring the work of NSRF 
to her school.

The American School in Japan 
(ASIJ) is for all intents and purposes 
a “typical” American school of 1528 
students PreK-12. Founded in 1902 
to provide a high quality education 
to expatriate business, embassy and 
missionary families, it is housed on a 
campus setting of attractive buildings in 
the suburbs of western Tokyo. Students 
arrive daily on school buses as they 
would in the US, and their days follow 
a “typical” US curriculum, with the 
addition of Japanese language, history 
and culture at all levels. The philoso-
phy of the school is embodied in the 
statement “Developing Compassionate, 
Inquisitive Learners Prepared for Global 
Responsibility”.

 The school would feel very famil-
iar to any US teacher up to the point 
when the students entered the room. 
Yes, students are students, but at ASIJ 

The American School in Japan
Margaret MacLean, Vermont

students are of 39 different nationali-
ties. I suppose you might find this in 
a classroom in Boston, Houston or 
LA, but at ASIJ even the American 
students may never have lived in the 
United States and the impact of the 
students’ experiences and cultural 
backgrounds is felt daily in the class-
room. Add to this mix ASIJ’s 160 
faculty, who represent 12 different 

nationalities, have been trained as 
teachers in varied programs through-
out the world and have taught in 
varied settings. Many diverse and 
interesting experiences have led them 
to the school.

As you can see, providing this 
faculty and student body with the 
right mix of professional develop-
ment is somewhat difficult, and that 
task falls on Patty’s shoulders. Patty 
has taught in international schools for 
over 25 years, during which she has 
put her talents toward varied roles 
in schools from Scotland to Iran. 
She has been at ASIJ for the past 
four years arriving there from the 
American Embassy School in New 
Delhi, India. Due to the isolation of 
the faculty at ASIJ from mainstream 
US professional development it made 
sense to Patty to look for ways in 
which the faculty could work together 
to build on each others’ experiences. 
It made sense to find a program that 
would build on individual knowledge 
by tapping into the skills and expe-
rience of colleagues. It was in her 
search for this kind of program that 

Patty uncovered the work of NSRF.
Knowledge of the work of NSRF 

came to Patty and the faculty via the 
Internet and subsequently a few books. 
No one at ASIJ has attended a work-
shop or introductory session, never 
mind a five-day seminar. In fact, no 
one has had any formal training of 
any kind. Nevertheless, from reading 
articles and downloading protocols, 
Patty and the staff plunged in. During 
the 2003-2004 school year every staff 
member at ASIJ belonged to a collab-
orative group modeled on their under-
standing of a CFG. Being a member of 
a group was a requirement but the kind 
of group you joined was up to indi-
viduals, allowing and a wide variety of 
groups to form. Teachers met in grade 
level groups, around subject matter, in 
special interest groups and in multi-
age groupings. The groups met for 
five scheduled sessions throughout the 
year and some groups held additional 
meetings. Activities of the groups were 
limited, as no one had access to the 
full range of tools a typical CFG has at 
their fingertips . All the groups, howev-
er, used the Tuning Protocol and some 
used the Success Analysis. In the spring 
of 2004, during an evaluation of the 
school for accreditation purposes, when 
asked about the offerings at the school 
the staff overwhelmingly pointed to 
their collaborative work as a positive 
experience and one they wanted to 
continue.

It was at this point that Patty con-
tacted NSRF and asked for someone 
willing to travel to Japan to work with 
the faculty. Although I live and work 
primarily in Vermont and work part 
time for VT NSRF, 20 odd years ago 
I was an international school educa-
tor. I spent 10 years travelling the 
world and teaching. I met my husband, 
Bruce, in Moscow in the 1970’s and I 
feel very much at home in an interna-
tional school setting. I ended up being a 
match for Patty and the needs of ASIJ. 
Consequently, I found myself travel-
ling the 14 hours by plane to Tokyo to 
work with the faculty for two days, to 

(continued on page 18)

Doing Principals’ CFGs
(continued from page 8)

Associate Principals (nine), and one for 
the Directors (seven). [Note: the initial 
CFGs may have been too small – only 
four or five in each – as there is prob-
ably a critical mass needed of at least 
seven or eight.] The Superintendent 
even went so far as to pay for refresh-
ments to be prepared by our district 
kitchen staff and delivered to the site 
of each CFG meeting. She included the 
meeting times for each of these CFGs 
in the district’s Administrators’ calen-
dar for the year, indicating these CFG 
sessions would substitute the second 
meetings of each of the administrative 
subgroups each month. Whether such 
Central Administrative, specifically 
Superintendent support, is essential 
to the creation and sustainability of 
these CFGs is not clear, but it certainly 
didn’t hurt. And I believe that our 
Superintendent’s continually having me 
use CFG Protocols at Administrative 
Team meetings at least helped create a 
new supportive culture for professional 
learning communities among all our 
administrators. 

These groups met consistently 
on a monthly basis for the next two 
years – the Elementary and Secondary 
Principals groups met after school from 
3:30-5:00 and rotated among the differ-
ent schools so that no one or two had 
to always drive 
the farthest to 
get to the meet-
ings (ours is a 
155 square mile 
district in which 
schools are 
widely spread). 
The Directors 
met in the 
morning from 
8:30-10:30 in 
one of the con-
ference rooms 
in the Central 
Administration 
building. [Clearly, the two hour ses-
sions are preferable and were more 
productive, although we did accomplish 
things in the hour-and-a-half meet-

ings.] During these CFG meetings I 
introduced each group to a number of 
protocols and then we re-used several 
as the participants began to identify 
issues they wished to tackle and a 
potocol they thought might help. I 
introduced and used Connections start-
ing with the second session of each 
group, and used reflections from the 
very beginning with each group. I 
also used ice-breakers (or warm-ups) 
to begin virtually every session as I 
found that these people, despite sev-
eral having been in the district for a 
number of years, really didn’t know 
each other very well, and needed to 
build a sense of trust, particularly as 
they increasingly came to take risks 
within their groups to share real con-
cerns, issues, and problems. I began 
each CFG with the Success Analysis 
Protocol as a way to get them initially 
to share something positive and to 
celebrate successes so as not to focus 
only a problems – these people in 
particular are sorely in need positive 
strokes and must be encouraged if 
they are ever to engage in the more 
difficult challenges facing us all in 
public education. We established our 
Group Norms, and used all varieties 
of protocols for getting help on an 
issue. Most particularly Consultancies, 

Sticky Issues, and One 
Minute Consultants 
– as this was fre-
quently what they 
appreciated the most. 
Also, we used all of 
the variations of Text-
Based Discussions 
– including The Final 
Word, Save the Last 
Word for Me, and 
Text Rendering (now 
a personal favorite). 
We did at least some 
work with the various 
protocols for look-

ing at student work, sometimes using 
these actually to look at administrators 
work. Although experience with one 
of these administrator CFGs taught me 

that, when using the Tuning Protocol 
for a particular piece of administrator 
work, that regardless of whether the 
person says they really want to hear 
the cool feedback first and it doesn’t 
matter if it’s mixed in with the warm, 
I will always insist on beginning with 
the warm feedback before going to the 
cool. Particularly with the Secondary 
Principals and Associate Principals, we 
frequently did a check-in at the begin-
ning of our sessions, going around the 
group, asking each person simply to 
share where they were, what they we 
feeling, experiencing, dealing-with, 
excited about, and/or perplexed by 
– then sometimes using something 
from that process as the focus of a 
Consultancy even if only to use the 
short Sticky Issues Protocol.

Lastly, at the end of the second 
year of coaching these three CFGs I 
indicated to the Superintendent and 
subsequently to each of the groups that 
I would not continue facilitating their 
sessions and encouraged them to get 
coaches training for themselves. This 
led to a CFG Coach at my school and 
I offering a one-week “Beginning CFG 
Coaches Training” last summer, which 
was paid for by the district through the 
Staff Professional Development office. 
As a result, all three administrator 
CFGs are at some stage of function-
ing on their own with trained Coaches 
from their ranks now in each group. An 
additional positive spin-off from all of 
this work has been the ever expanding 
use of some of the protocols by our dis-
trict administrators while working with 
their various staffs, tackling real issues, 
looking at student work, and begin-
ning CFGs among the teachers in their 
buildings. It has taken five years to get 
this far, but it seems to have been well 
worth the effort and I’d like to believe 
that it has begun to make a difference 
with the students in the elementary 
and secondary schools throughout our 
district.

Dave Lehman can be contacted 
at dlehman@aol.com

I found that these people, 
despite several having been 
in the district for a number 
of years, really didn’t know 
each other very well, and 
needed to build a sense of 
trust, particularly as they 
increasingly came to take 
risks within their groups to 
share real concerns, issues, 
and problems
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I began my training as a 
CFG Coach as the only 
person of color in the 

group. This is not unusual for 
many of us who have been 
trained, those of us who are currently 
working in school reform and facilitate 
CFG Coaches Seminars. 

When NSRF decided to place 
equity in its mission statement, it was 
a turning point for those of us who felt 
that the organization didn’t do enough 
to address the issues that face many 
educators, students and facilitators of 
color.

As we continued to do the work 
of creating and deepening the work of 
CFGs, opportunities were presented 
to take it beyond suburbia into urban 
communities (the “inner” city) where 
there is more diversity. Many provoca-
tive questions ensued: 
Would these process-
es work with groups 
where there are many 
people of African, 
Hispanic, and Asian 
descent? How would 
they receive it? What 
facilitators have the 
knowledge and skills 
to work in urban 
settings? And more 
importantly does race/ethnicity or class 
matter? While diversity among ethnic 
groups differs as much as learning 
styles, much of the latter is addressed 
far more frequently than the former. 
Why is this the case? And what does 
this have to do with education reform 
and the work of CFGs anyway?

The question that looms large in 
the minds of some NSRF Facilitators 
is how to bring about the results that 
have been seen in suburban and rural 
environments to urban communities? 
Which features are similar? Which are 
different? How does a facilitator know 
these answers and create dynamic 
environments that will enable us to 
realize the mission of the National 
School Reform Faculty which 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?”

When I started working with 
The Black Alliance for Educational 
Options in September 2003, I soon 
learned that I could create the oppor-
tunity to gain some insights into these 
questions and perhaps even some 
answers. In my position as Program 
Director for the Small Schools Project, 
I had groups of Black educators to 
work with to increase the supply of 
quality educational options for Black 

children. Without 
a doubt, these 
individuals care 
deeply for the 
souls of Black 
children. I had 
the freedom to 
construct CFG 
Institutes that 
would meet their 
needs and assist 
them in the work 

of planning to open new small high 
schools in urban communities. My 
NSRF colleague, Camilla Greene, 
and I designed and facilitated these 
trainings. (Gina Kaplan co-facilitated 
with us in Milwaukee, WI.) Camilla 
and I asked ourselves all of the ques-
tions other facilitators ask about goals, 
objectives, audience, resources, logis-
tics, etc., but what was significant 
was that we also asked how we could 
design training for groups who were 
comprised predominantly of people 
of color who work in urban settings. 
What would be different from other 
groups that we’d trained? Doubtless, 
we both knew that it would indeed be 
different from what we had done in 
other places. How could we both build 
on the foundation of CFGs and address 

the realities of inner city educators, 
their students and families? 

We planned and conducted these 
trainings and, needless to say, they 
were quite a departure from oth-
ers that I was aware of. We included 
readings authored by people of color 
who wrote about successful experi-
ences with students who were racially, 
ethnically and economically diverse. 
We used resources from Lisa Delpit 
and also from Asa Hilliard’s chap-
ter in Young, Gifted and Black, “No 
Mystery: Closing the Achievement 
Gap Between Africans and Excellence” 
We also began the “equity” dialogue 
on day one as opposed to the usual 
point of entry on the afternoon of days 
two or three. On one hand, the groups 
were surprised to see two African-
Americans facilitating and leading 
work in education reform. On the other 
hand, participants commented on how 
surprised they were that issues which 
were important to them as adults and 
those that impact the lives of students 
of color were intentionally addressed 
in depth throughout the training. From 
the onset to the conclusion of our five 
day seminars, we remained focused 
on how the work of CFGs could bring 
about change and lasting improvements 
in the lives of the educators, parents, 
families and children we were serving. 
We were elated with the reception we 
received, the daily reflections and eval-
uations. As we continued to observe 
and think about why our trainings were 
so successful, I came away with three 
critical factors that I believe enabled 
our accomplishments and will ensure 
the success of other CFG Seminars 
where there is a significant mix of 
African-Americans (or more broadly 
those of African descent), Asians and 
Hispanics. I will use the baseball meta-
phor of “The Grand Slam” to illustrate 
my thoughts. Your “bases” need to 

A Grand Slam
RoLesia Holman, Maryland

(continued on page 19)

How could we both 
build on the foundation 
of CFGs and address 
the realities of inner 
city educators, their 
students and families? 

- a hospice worker who understands the 
importance of just being there when 
there are no words to make it better;

- a pediatrician who knows that a sick 
child is a member of a family and 
includes each member of the child’s 
family in their visit/appointment, not 
just the “custodial adult;”

- the focus on sharing information and 
power that cut across all the lives 
being described;

All of the people described in the 
book were busy. None of the people 
had an abundance of time, yet they all 
held on to the ways they could connect 
deeply with others. The lives of these 
strangers offered us powerful reminders 
for our practice in schools. Using the 
Success Analysis Protocol we were able 
to connect their lives with our own.

As we debriefed the process, some 
people talked about wanting to go back 
to the text to reread particular sec-
tions, while others talked about sharing 
this book with the staff back at their 
schools. Everyone agreed that using the 
protocol to put ourselves in the shoes 
of the book’s subjects had helped us go 
more deeply into the lessons of these 
lives, the lessons of the text. We moved 
beyond feeling passively inspired from 
a distance to feeling motivated to act 
in ways that embody respect in our 
schools. In particular, we discussed the 
need to make our personal decisions to 
respect others consistently explicit. Our 
conversation of the text ended with a 
conversation about the ways we could 
systematize respect in our departments 
and schools. Our conversation, our 
examination of respect continues.

 Having used the Success Analysis 
as a lens to read about the lives in 
Respect has given me a new way to 
read other people’s stories, a way that 
draws me in as more than a spectator. 
It reminds me of the “You Are There” 
books I used to devour as a child and I 
hope this new use of an old tool will be 
powerful for others too.

Debbie Bambino can be reached 
at dbambino@earthlink.net

Protocols in Practice
(continued from page 2)

Directors Report
(continued from page 12)

year, four districts received planning 
grants, and NSRF was responsible for 
providing technical assistance to all 
participating districts in the form of 
coaches seminars for all levels of dis-
trict personnel, as well as for providing 
external coaches to provide ongoing 

support to the districts throughout the 
grant period. This year, all four districts 
sent school personnel to the equivalent 
of a CFG Coaches Institute, and NSRF 
Facilitators are continuing to act as 
external coaches to the four districts as 
they deepen and scale up their work.

• This is the second round of school 
districts to receive support from the 
Lucent Foundation. NSRF Facilitators 
also worked with four districts for three 
years (from 2000-2003) in the TPI 
administered Lucent Peer Collaboration 
Project; last year, two of these districts 
received one year of continuation fund-
ing.

• The Education Commission of 
the States and its National Center for 
Learning and Citizenship is a partner-
ship with NSRF that is committed to 
advancing the civic mission of schools, 
increase support of state policy mak-
ers and education leaders for more 
engaged and democratic school pro-
cesses, and to employ NSRF Critical 
Friends Group processes in national 
policy-making initiatives.

• The First Amendment Schools: 
Educating for Freedom and Respon-
sibility project is co-sponsored by 
the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development (ASCD) 
and the First Amendment Center. 
Among the purposes of the project is to 
establish project schools – where first 
amendment principles are understood 
and applied throughout the school com-

munity and to encourage schools to be 
“laboratories of democratic freedom.”

An NSRF Co-Director has chaired 
the advisory board since its inception, 
and the project infuses NSRF prin-
ciples and practices into its technical 
assistance to project schools.

Activities of the National Center
• The NSRF National Winter 

Meeting takes place annually, and is 
co-planned by national office staff and 
national facilitators from the Center(s) 
of Activity in the region. The meeting 
has three purposes. We meet so CFG 
Coaches and school/district leaders can:

1. Share their experiences, suc-
cesses, dilemmas and knowledge about 
building learning communities and 
coaching CFGs.

2. Sharpen their thinking and ratchet 
up their skills so they are better able to 
coach and support that work.

3. Explore how they can continue to 
address issues of equity and achieve-
ment through their collaborative work.

This year’s meeting will be held 
January 13-15, 2005 at the Hyatt 
Regency in Cambridge. Register 
online at www.nsrfharmony.org/
wintermeeting/html

• The national Looking at Student 
Work (LASW) Collaborative has been 
supported by NSRF for the past two 
years. The LASW Collaborative is an 
association of individuals and edu-
cational organizations that focus on 
looking at student work to strengthen 
connections between instruction, cur-
riculum, and other aspects of school 
life to students’ learning. 

This association grew from a meet-
ing on “Examining Student Work and 
School Change” held in Chicago in 
October 1998, hosted by the Chicago 
Learning Collaborative and the 
Annenberg Institute for School Reform. 

NSRF maintains a web site 
(www.lasw.org), which is a resource for 
teachers, administrators, staff develop-
ers, and others who work with teachers, 
schools, and students. The site provides 
ideas and resources about a set of prac-

(continued on page 18)
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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 refl ective democratic communities 
that create and support 

powerful learning experiences 
for everyone.

tices called “looking at student work.”
In addition, NSRF supports the 

planning of an annual national meet-
ing of the LASW Collaborative, and 
provides space and materials for that 
meeting. 

• Each spring since 1996, at 
the National Facilitators’ Meeting, 
National Facilitators have gathered to 
reflect on their work from the past year, 
plan for summer (and beyond) work, 
and share new learning and questions. 
The group that gathers has grown from 
10 people in 1996 to over 50 people 
last year.

NSRF staff plans the design and 
content of the meeting, arranges all of 
the logistics, and pays for space and 
materials. NSRF also provides help to 
those who couldn’t otherwise afford the 
expense of travel and lodging. The reg-
istration fee covers meals only.

National Facilitators are asked to 
attend this meeting at least once every 
two years, and each Center of Activity 
sends at least one representative to the 
meeting each year. Most people attend 
regularly, as a way to keep in touch 
with new learning across the country 
and as a way up-date their resources. 

The next National Facilitators’ 
meeting will be held April 29-30, 2005 
in Chicago.

• Materials Project- NSRF 
Facilitators and CFG Coaches from 
around the country have easy to 
access to the most recent materials and 
resources via a continuously updated 
CD-ROM that is distributed at all 
CFG Coaches Seminars and many 
NSRF Meetings. National Facilitators 
and CFG Coaches can stay current by 
accessing the “Protocols On-Line” sec-
tion of the NSRF web site. In addition, 
NSRF supports an active CFG Coaches 
listserv.

 

Gene Thompson-Grove is one of 
three Co-Directors of NSRF. 

She can be contacted at 
gthompsongrove@earthlink.net  

Directors Report
(continued from page 17)

enhance the tools they had available to 
nurture the growth of their collaborative 
groups. 

It was 95 degrees and very humid 
in Tokyo. School was about to start the 
following week. Most teachers had just 
returned from summer travelling and 
were dealing with the resulting jet lag. 
Many staff where moving classrooms 
after summer renovations. Perhaps not 
an ideal time for professional devel-
opment days! Despite these inconve-
niences, the staff took to the work with 
open minds and were eager to practice 
the new skills and protocols introduced 
to them. The enthusiasm was palpable 
in all three groups of teachers I worked 
with. During our time together we 
packed a lot in - Probing Questions, 
Feedback Nightmares, Zones, Chalk 
Talk, Compass Points, Save the Last 
Word For Me and The Consultancy 
Protocol. The reflections from partici-
pants indicated how thirsty they were 
for the material and how appreciative of 
the body of knowledge they are tapping 
into: “The discussion was extremely 
rich, we really thought as a group, lis-
tened openly,” “Colleague interaction 
was excellent,” “Now I think I get it! I 
am looking forward to CFGs this year!”

Hopefully they now have enough 
new tools to keep their groups produc-
tive during the 2004-2005 school year. 
They are working on sending teachers 
to a CFG Coaches Institute this sum-
mer.

Since returning from Japan and 
reflecting on the experience, I have 
come to see with increased clarity how 
perfect the work of NSRF is for an 
international school setting. To open 
doors, deprivatize practice, and enhance 
our work with students through mutual 
support is important work for all our 
schools, but essential for schools as 
isolated as those in international school 
settings.

Patty we are glad you found the 
work of NSRF and hope you will bring 
new places to our doors!

Margaret MacLean can be contact-
ed at margaretmaclean@netscape.net

American School in Japan
(continued from page 5)

(continued on page 14)

The Practice of Freedom
Camilla Greene, Connecticut

“The academy is not a paradise. But 
learning is a place where paradise can 
be created. The Classroom, with all of 
its limitations, remains a location of 
possibility. In that field of possibility 
we have the opportunity to labor for 
freedom, to demand of ourselves and 
our comrades, an openness of mind 
and heart that allows us to face reality 
even as we collectively imagine ways to 
move beyond boundaries, to transgress. 
This is education as the practice of free-
dom.”
- bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: 
Education as the Practice of Freedom

Do we all share a common 
theory of action or a common 
philosophy about teaching and 

learning? I wonder. Do we all believe 
that we need to educate our urban youth 
to view education as – to use bell hook’s 
phrase “the practice of freedom”? What 
does that mean and what would that 
practice look like and sound like in our 
newly formed small urban high schools? 

For the last three years I have 
been an external coach in schools and 
school districts engaged in a variety of 
transformational initiatives mostly in 
urban areas and mostly in high schools. 
The Gates High School Transformation 
initiative in urban areas stresses person-
alization and establishment of relation-
ships in small schools and small class-
rooms. Given the opportunity to create a 

new paradigm of teaching and learning, 
I have been disheartened when I have 
visited newly established small urban 
high schools. More often than not I have 
observed not the practice of freedom but 
the practice of continued domination 
and control of the students by the adults. 
The discipline that I have observed is a 
discipline that grows out of oppression- 
external control of those with power 
(adults) over those who ostensibly have 
no power (the high school students). 
Something is amiss here. This oppres-
sive discipline is metered out to students 
by mainstream and non-mainstream 
educators alike. 

Very few adult educators in urban 
educational settings seem to know 
how to transform the behavior and will 
of those students least served by the 
education system without resorting to 
external control and discipline. This 
knowing how to teach to transform 
does not occur over night rather it is a 
journey you take over time as a teacher. 
It is a journey informed and shaped by 
an unshakable belief in the humanity 
and dignity of each urban high school 
student. It is a journey that requires that 
we as adults suspend and examine our 
previously held assumptions and expec-
tations about students who are “other” 
than ourselves because of their racial 
or national heritage, historical oppres-
sion, or their socioeconomic status. Your 
job, should you decide to accept it, is 
to touch the spirit and the humanness 

of each urban teenager and channel 
that spirit to engage in positive ways 
with learning and academic excellence. 
The challenge is to engage the urban 
student in meaningful curriculum and 
learning experiences that center him or 
her and help him or her make sense of 
his or her current condition in life. The 
content and the process of education 
should enlighten the learner to see how 
to shape another reality, through receiv-
ing an education, without compromis-
ing what he or she value as members of 
the non-dominant culture whether that 
culture be Haitian, Vietnamese, African, 
Caribbean, or Latino. 

As a teacher of English in urban 
high schools for many years, I found 
that my ability to reach and work 
with urban teenagers disengaged from 
the educational process depended on 
developing relationships with them. 
Getting to know my students as unique 
individuals was one of the many joys of 
teaching. Using what I gained from get-
ting to know each one of my students 
well helped me to develop a lot of strat-
egies that helped me in my journey to 
empower them to become more authen-
tic learners. In order to get to know 
each one of my students well it became 
essential that I co-construct with the 
student a sense of community. In our 
learning community the notion that we 
could learn from each other and the 
notion that we all brought our strengths 
and weaknesses to our community was 

2005 Events

California
New Coaches Institute
February 14-18
New Coaches Institute
February 28-March 4

Connecticut
New Coaches Institute
April 4-8
Hartford, CT

Massachusetts
New Coaches Institute
January; Newton, MA
CCE New Coaches Institute
Jan 26-28, March 30-31, 
April 1
Marlborough, MA
CCE New Coaches Institute
July 10-15
Cape Cod, MA

National Center
Facilitators’ Meeting
April 29-30
Chicago, IL

New Hampshire
New Coaches Institute
July 25-29
Keene, NH

Oregon
New Coaches Institute
February 17-19, April 15-
16
Portland, OR
 
Tennessee
New Coaches Institute
June 20-24
Chattanooga, TN

Wisconsin
New Coaches Institute
June 20-24
Oshkosh, WI
New Coaches Institute
June 27 - July 1
Oshkosh, WI
Open Space Technology
August 4
Oshkosh, WI
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Protocols in Practice
Using the Success Analysis Protocol to Unpack a Text

dents, in others they were patients or 
clients, depending on the field of work 
being described.

Next, we charted the attributes 
or evidence of the person’s success 
at modeling respect and shared our 
thoughts with the group. We then took 
about five minutes for clarifying ques-
tions.

 After all the pairs shared their 
evidence, the whole group looked for 
patterns and surprises in the ways these 
six people “lived” their respect for oth-
ers. Finally, we talked about the lessons 
or implication these six lives held for 
our practice as teachers, as caregivers, 
as people. 

Even though most of the people 
being described were not classroom 
teachers and none of them were prin-
cipals, we found many attributes with 
which we could connect. We were 
repeatedly reminded of the power of 
personal relationships and the value of 
taking the time to really listen to the 
people we work for, and those we work 
with each day.

Here are a few concrete examples 
of evidence we shared from the text:
- a photographer who never takes 

anonymous, “candid” photos and 
always shares prints with his sub-
jects;

For the past few years I’ve been 
effectively using the Success 
Analysis Protocol in my work 

with new coaches and school teams. 
I’ve found that taking the time to reflect 
deeply about our strengths, the things 
that are working, is not only a shot 
in the arm, it’s a way of building in 
accountability for those changes we can 
and should make immediately. 

Recently, I was searching for a 
way to connect with the successful 
experiences of others whose lives 
had been captured and described in a 
book and I decided to try the Success 
Analysis Protocol with a text. 

Here’s the way it worked in our 
CFG.

Our group decided we would 
like to read a book together. We read 
Respect by Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot 
and wanted to share our responses to 
the rich lessons in the book without tak-
ing months to get through them. Using 
a modified Success Analysis Protocol 
we were able to discuss the entire book 
in one session.

We divided the text into its six 
chapters, each of which corresponded 
to one person’s experiences. We are 
a group of twelve so we worked in 
pairs. Each pair reread their chapter and 
pulled out the evidence of “respect” 
that they saw in the person’s daily 
approach to the people they served. In 
some instances these people were stu-
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be loaded as follows: On 1st base is 
the content of CFG work; 2nd base is 
knowing how to collaborate; and 3rd 
base is having cultural competency 
with critical consciousness. 

Content: knowing the work (ori-
gins, objectives, tools, structures,) of 
Critical Friends Groups

Collaboration: showing genuine 
respect for the thoughts, views, and 
needs of the group; being willing to 
work together to reach the intended 
goals; and acting in ways that dem-
onstrate commitment to these tenets. 
Knowing the rules and making them 
explicit from the beginning as well 
as having open, honest dialogue 
is crucial. Paying close attention 
to power dynamics and endeavor-
ing to seek consensus. All of this 
requires give-and-take on the part 
of participants as well as facilita-
tors. 

Consciousness: herein lies the 
critical element that will break or 
make the experience meaningful. 
By consciousness, I mean having 
awareness of the history, culture 
and location of minority and/or dis-
enfranchised groups here in the US 
and prior to their arrival. Possessing 
an understanding (or at the very least, 
the desire to understand) of what it will 
take to move an historically oppressed 
group of people forward in their knowl-
edge, to develop fortitude and empower 
them to act in ways that will foster 
greater levels of academic achievement. 
Knowing this will inform the facilita-
tors’ attitudes, preparations (content 
about CFGs and what bodies of litera-
ture and experiences will speak to the 
group) and what is needed in order to 
build genuine relationships with indi-
viduals and the group as a collective. 
This consciousness requires facilitators 
to do their own ongoing homework, 
to be thoughtful and fearless, yet cau-
tious, in their quest to get at the hard 
issues and intentionally create the space 
to have the difficult conversations that 
most facilitators oftentimes avoid. By 
not focusing on critical consciousness, 

the facilitators’ behaviors will likely 
yield cursory conversations; shal-
low inroads (if any) and will unlikely 
bring transformative moments that 
can change the beliefs, processes and 
actions that are required to dismantle 
systems of inequity. 

Lastly, but no less important than 
having bases loaded in the aforemen-
tioned areas, is to build authentic 
relationships with whomever is in the 
room. Establishing heartfelt relation-
ships will set in motion everything 
that follows from being transparent 
about facilitation, making difficult 

decisions in consultation with par-
ticipants, working through dilemmas, 
taking risks and genuinely caring and 
trusting one another.

We are tired of the sessions that 
dance around issues which are of fun-
damental importance to students, fam-
ilies and other adults who are intel-
lectually, emotionally and spiritually 
dying in urban communities because 
of those who want to remain safe in 
their comfort zones. We decided to 
do something different. We broke the 
mold. These sessions were not for the 
faint of heart; however, no one was 
sacrificed. Our agenda was clearly 
predetermined, but we had alterna-
tive activities and resources available 
in the event we needed to change 
our course. We were hyper-vigilant 
in staying attuned to the group and 
therefore practiced responsive facilita-
tion. We checked in frequently with 

Success Analysis 
with Text

1. Divide the text into chap-
ters or sections of compa-
rable size.

2. Divide your group into 
small groups of two, three 
or four.

3. Have small groups read 
their assigned section and 
discuss the evidence of 
success they see in the 
story.

4. Small groups chart the 
attributes of the success 
they found and present it 
to the larger group. 

5. Large group asks clari-
fying questions. (Repeat 
steps 4 & 5 for each small 
group.)

6. Large group looks for pat-
terns in the success stories 
that have been shared.

7. Large group discusses 
implications of these suc-
cess stories for their prac-
tice with students, col-
leagues and families.

8. Debrief of the process.  
If your CFG is using an I-
Map or reflective writing to 
document their work and 
“Close the Loop”, you might 
want to specifically pose 
a prompt that asks what 
changes in practice individ-
uals are considering after 
this text-based discussion.

“others” and each other to be sure that 
no one was “left behind.” As a matter 
of fact, those who many of you might 
think would be uncomfortable with 
this sort of dialogue weren’t, or at least 
didn’t admit it. What they did admit 
is that they were enlightened by the 
conversations and never had opportuni-
ties to hear such candid and insightful 
dialogue that prompted them to reflect 
on their own values, assumptions and 
practices in the classroom both with 
those whom they were entrusted to 
teach and work with. 

I reflected on my experiences 
and the question of how can NSRF 
Facilitators (white and non-white) 
develop meaningful pathways to bring 
together the work of CFGs with all 
adults committed to equitable educa-
tion for all children and students from 
diverse racial/ethnic and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds? How does one 
establish authentic relationships with 
those whose backgrounds differ from 
one’s own? How do these relationships 
impact CFG trainings and our ongoing 
personal and professional develop-
ment? How can our work “close the 
achievement/preparation gap?” After 
doing my own homework and talk-
ing with other educators of color, I 
learned that there’s really no mystery 
when working with groups comprised 
primarily of people of color. The fol-
lowing formula can maximize your 
chances of winning: prepare your 
team to win by doing your own home-
work so that you know your content; 
work toward true collaboration; be or 
become culturally competent with criti-
cal consciousness; and build effective, 
authentic relationships. Having your 
bases loaded with these essentials in 
place can result in The Grand Slam and 
yield a powerful learning experience 
for everyone.

Rolesia Holman can be contacted 
at rholman@baeo.orgDebbie’s CFG Group

(continued on page 17)

How does one establish authen-
tic relationships with those 

whose backgrounds differ from 
one’s own? How do these rela-
tionships impact CFG train-

ings and our ongoing personal 
and professional development? 
How can our work “close the 

achievement/preparation gap?”
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