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Young children may be my best teach-
ers when it comes to issues of equity. 
With their open, inquisitive minds 

and often brutal honesty, young children are 
unmatched when it comes to asking hard 
questions, pointing out differences, and keep-
ing parents and teachers accountable. When 
someone looks, speaks or acts differently 
from their accustomed norm, young children 
are not shy to ask why, often loudly and in 
public. 

The conversation between adult and 
child (and the unwilling subject of conversa-
tion) can be profound, funny or startlingly 
tragic. How many times have we overheard 
a child in the grocery store ask their parent 
something along the lines of “why is that 
man walking funny?” only for the parent to 
shush the child and tell them not to stare. 
How many times might we have responded 
this way ourselves, out of fear of embarrass-
ing the person of interest? While thinking we 
are being “polite,” this response sends the 
message to the child that differences are not 
okay to talk about, see, or point out, and are 
therefore shameful and bad. The child’s voice 
gets silenced, and an opportunity is lost.

Young children also love to point out 
differences among themselves, excluding 
others because of any of a million reasons. 
Questions arise among preschoolers about 
why one child doesn’t eat meat, or another 
child has two moms. Young children notice 
differences in skin color too, differences we 
are often reluctant to address. In hindsight 
I’m wondering who is really protected by the 
silencing around difference; is it the person 
who is different or the adult who does the 
silencing?

We must answer questions when they 
arise, honestly and openly, so that differences 
are not kept in the shadows, unspoken and 
unvalued. We must recognize differences 
with young children in order to build within 
them the capacity to feel secure about their 
own individuality and differences as well as 
value the differences in others.

A visit to my local library’s web site 
proved very helpful in finding resources 
for addressing diversity issues with young 
children. Their diversity booklist provided a 
wealth of children’s books, of which I picked 
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only a handful to review. I found the following books 
helpful and often simply profound.

Who is the Beast? 
by Keith Baker

Suitable for the youngest 
listeners, Who is the Beast? 
is a gorgeously illustrated 
picture book that introduces 
us to a tiger who wonders 
why all of the animals in the 
jungle are scared of him. The 

snake is scared of his big green eyes, the monkey of his 
swishing tail. But the tiger is wise, and points out that they 
all have eyes, and that the monkey too has a swishing tail. 
By finding common ground, they come to understand one 
another and see that, in fact, they are all beasts.

The Sissy Duckling 
by Harvey Fierstein

Elmer is a duck who 
has many talents. He 
loves to bake, put on 
puppet shows, and build 
sand castles. But none of 
the other boy ducks like 
to do the same things 
as Elmer. When Elmer’s 
dad tries to teach him baseball, Elmer is relieved when 
he strikes out and can go back to the things he enjoys. 
His father is ashamed, especially when the other boys 
call him a sissy. His father disowns him, and Elmer leaves 
home to make his way alone. But when a hunter shoots 
his father, Elmer’s unique talents and caring save his life, 
and open the door to renewing their relationship. A great 
story about being different, strained family relationships, 
and accepting your own gifts and uniqueness.

Bigmama’s 
by Donald Crews

In this nostalgic story, a 
black man recalls a summer 
from his childhood when he 
and his family took a long 
journey to Bigmama’s (“Not 
that she was big, but she was 
Mama’s mama”) and tells of 

their delight in discovering that everything is just as they 
remember it. The children explored around the house, the 
pond, the chicken coop, and found an adventure at each 
turn. Better yet, they found 
strength in family and created 

nars, and collaborative inquiry institutes. Equity is 
central to our mission statement and an equity lens 
is embedded in all our seminars. We continue to 
refine that lens and offer experiences for educators 
to use in schools to tackle equity issues head-on and 
not filter the hidden curriculum through traditional 
school talk. 

Context Coaching allows us to embed our 
principles within the language and overarching 
strategy of a partnering agency’s paradigm. We are 
learning about this work and forming a theory of 
action based on our experiences with large projects 
where we were not the lead reform group. Since our 
platform is adult learning in the service of student 
achievement, we are learning how to coach within 
a specific context (e.g., a district-wide small school 
restructuring effort, or a uniform math curriculum or 
curricular approach). In each of these cases, NSRF 
provides the tools, techniques, and professional 
coaching for and within a specific context. In some 
very recent discussions we are considering how we 
might be of service to a district that already has a 
professional coaching staff in place (literacy, math, 
and career). The goal is for NSRF to engage existing 
staff with decreasing amounts of time over the peri-
od of the relationship toward a true legacy of creating 
and nurturing local capacity to self-reliance. 

Executive Coaching is a new area of work that 
we will be exploring and developing over the com-
ing 12 months - reimagining the district office in the 
service of the schoolhouse. It stems from our experi-
ences with the types of conversations in which prin-
cipals, superintendents, and other school executives 
need to be involved so they may empower those clos-
est to the learner.  We trust this work will allow super-
intendents and other district personnel to engage with 
their work keeping authentic student achievement as 
their constant lens and will prepare school districts 
to organize as service providers to the schools and 
classrooms they represent.  The basic assumption is 
that district offices ought to be aligned to the schools 
within their district and meet the needs and inter-
ests of the students, teachers, and principals they 
serve.  Additionally, engaging district leadership in 
our work will allow for district-wide focus on profes-
sional learning and equitable student achievement.

While beginning to craft language that differ-
entiates and explains our service offerings we have 
been investigating the practices of other providers 
and how they approach their work. We are asking 
questions about competition and collaboration and 
what we might learn from others’ work and what 

Director’s Report
(continued from page 1)

they might learn from our work. I have been open to 
conversations across broad constituencies and contin-
ue to believe that the one quality that distinguishes us 
from all others is that our work is practiced through 
our core beliefs, with our mission statement in mind, 
and that we understand our work is about the adults 
we work with in the service of the children they are 
responsible and accountable to and for. That is, the 
context of our work is rooted in the specifics of the 
town, school, classroom, teacher, and child and that 
a CFG makes this possible.

I look forward to exploring these ideas with you 
at the regional summits and to learn more about the 
work you are doing in each of your communities. The 
greatest strength of NSRF is our national network and 
the understanding that for work to be embedded in 
a local context there should be strong local presence 
in the promotion and facilitation of NSRF work. My 
continued hope is that we can make a case together 
for a strong national office working with strong cen-
ters of activity across the country and, together, meet 
the high expectations of the people in the schools we 
serve.

I hope to see as many of you as possible at 
this year’s Winter Meeting in Seattle. The Winter 
Meeting planning team has been working together 
for months and I am looking forward to another 
great meeting. This year we are encouraging both 
CFG coaches and members to attend. Some parts of 
this year’s meeting will be familiar and some will be 
new – this year’s home groups will focus on an area 
of interest consistent with our service offerings in 
anticipation of forming new knowledge, informing 
our collective work, and deepening the learning and 
commitment of each individual to end the predictive 
value of the hidden curriculum on student achieve-
ment. 

My family and I have always loved September. 
Though we are beach bums in the summer, come 
Labor Day the mums and cabbages are planted and 
the Halloween decorations are making their way out 
of the garage. This particular September, my oldest, 
Isabella, will be entering the first grade in our neigh-
borhood school within the Lynbrook, New York 
School District – a suburban district on Long Island. 
We are entering this experience with our eyes wide 
open, yet full of hope and promise. My sincere 
wish for each of you is that your September is full 
of hope and promise and that collectively we are 
making progress toward peace and equity.   

Steven Strull may be contacted at 
stevenstrull@optonline.net (continued on page 21)
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Monday, March 27, 2006, seemed like 
any other spring day until Beth Clayton, 
a world history teacher, came by to get 

a cup of coffee. Beth beckoned me, “Did you 
hear there is going to be a walkout today by the 
Hispanic students?”

I replied with a quick, “Had not heard anything 
and what about?”

As I was moving around the room the next 
period, a sophomore girl, Di, asked me to sit 
and talk to her. She informed me of the impend-
ing walkout. I asked how they pulled it together. 
Some of the kids had been 
talking on myspace.com and 
text messaging. She said, “You 
understand. You showed us 
the movie about the children’s 
march during the civil rights 
movement.” She was looking 
for my approval. I felt I could 
not promote the walking out 
of school and I was not even 
sure I understood the reason 
for the walkout yet. (To over-
simplify the bill that prompted 
these reactions from students, 
HR4437 would make it a fel-
ony to be in the United States 
illegally, and impose new 
penalties on companies who 
employ illegal immigrants.) Yet, 
I could not tell her not to do 
it either; I knew the power of 
standing up for something in 
which you believe and the sat-
isfaction and pride in realizing 
that you had the courage to make a tough decision. 

The bell rang and masses of kids went to the 
front of the school and waited. They waited. The 
administration was there; they waited. The princi-
pal spoke briefly, saying that this was not the right 
thing to do and that there were other ways to get 
your voices heard. The group suddenly began mov-
ing forward – peacefully, but forward out the door, 
with Jesse in the front as the leader. 

The group of about 150 students marched nine 
miles and concluded its march near the immigra-
tion department. “We just decided, hey, it’s time 
for us to stand up for our rights and protect our 
citizenship and our families,” Jesse said. “I know 
that our voice was heard today and it will be even 
stronger tomorrow.” Students at school were kept 

informed of the students’ progress through the 
internet, and impromptu discussions popped up in 
many classes. I received e-mail from a colleague 
in another district complaining that she wished her 
students were as motivated, organized, and pas-
sionate about an issue! 

The media immediately spotted Jesse as the 
organizer and sought him out for interviews. Jesse 
said a larger rally was planned for Tuesday, down-
town. “I challenge all Latino and Hispanic-descent 
people to come out with us tomorrow, to miss one 
day of work, because that will show the city of 

Houston, and everyone in the 
nation will see how badly this 
(proposed immigration restric-
tion) will affect the country.”

Jesse led an additional 
walkout the next day to City 
Hall; this time students from all 
over the city walked out with 
Eagle High School students. 
Politicians at City Hall spoke to 
the students giving their support 
for the students’ activism, but 
also pointed out that an educa-
tion is a needed part of success 
and encouraged them to stay in 
school and protest on the week-
ends and after school.

Jesse was on television, in 
newspapers, and in cyberspace. 
He took all of this attention in 
stride. Jesse was still a good aca-
demic student. Although he was 
a little more eager to participate 
in class discussions, even after 

all this attention, it still amazed me how the other 
students looked up to Jesse because I knew how 
the year began.

The beginning of school can always cause a 
little apprehension, even for the most well-adjusted 
of teenagers. But what if you had to worry about 
fitting your six-foot three-inch, 400-pound body 
into a desk made for a person about half your size? 
What if the school dress code policy required you 
to tuck in your shirt, which is the only thing cover-
ing your stomach? What if your new football uni-
form was taped to your undershirt just to stay down 
and your socks were taped to your legs to stay up? 
Jesse had to deal with these physical challenges 
as well as the psycho-
logical trauma of being 

Transformation of Body and Soul: 
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(continued on page 16)

group was to provide the cool and hard feedback 
requested to improve his written communication. 

I wondered to what extent time was being 
taken up with compliments because Israel shared a 
passionate and powerful piece of work or because 

within this piece of work, Israel already surpassed 
the limited expectations we hold, socially and 
institutionally, for our 
English language learn-

cherished memories to last a lifetime.

More More More 
Said the Baby 
by Vera B. Williams

A tickling, hug-
ging, laughing good 
time for “babies” 
(early childhood 
through kindergar-
ten)! This story tells 
of three different 
families and how 
they adore their little 

ones. The books’ three love stories are Little Guy, 
about a white boy and his father, Little Pumpkin 
about a black girl with her white grandmother, 
and Little Bird, about an Asian girl and her mother. 
More More More is a great introduction to variety 
in family compositions and similarities in love. 

My Name is Bilal 
by Asma Mobin-
Uddin

Bilal and his 
sister Ayesha are the 
new kids at school, 
and on top of that, 
they are the only 
Muslims. When 
some boys tease 
Ayesha and pull off 
her hijab (heads-
carf), Bilal is too scared to help her. He tells the 
children in his class that his name is Bill, and Al is 
his middle name. He doesn’t want anyone to know 
he’s Muslim, for fear that he will be teased and 
tormented too. Fortunately, Bilal’s teacher offers 
him some help in the form of a book about his 
namesake, and by reading that powerful story, Bilal 
is able to stand up for himself, his sister, and his 
beliefs.                          

For a more complete list of children’s books 
that address diversity, see our web site at 
www.nsrfharmony.org/connections.html

Sarah Childers can be contacted at 
schilders@nsrfharmony.org
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 In The Times of Gold
(excerpt from Israel’s epic poem)

The end of the month is hear and we 
get the money, which appears not to 
be ours

The white men has collected his dinero 
just as usual and once again the

Tortilla, salt, and lemon will fill the 
stomach of my family

The earth would be sad now that she 
knows that I would be leving her

For a different land
She cries because the hands that will 

touch her
Leave scratches
I cry too, because I don’t know how the 

earth
Would treat me now that she knows I 

have substituted her for the white, 
red, and blue

But before I leave I live my patria I lave 
you this message that “I would never 
change

You for anything”
I love you but the leaders of 
This time don’t really want me here 

because
I don’t know How to read, write, and 

even talk
They say it’s my fault, but
They don’t see that they have kept me 

oppressed for centuries
Now I know how to see the truth 

beyond the lines
I have crossed two worlds to come into 

this one...

(continued on page 23)

Jesse’s graduation portrait
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