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Greetings,	colleagues.	Last	month,	Pi	
Lambda	Theta	(PLT)’s	educational	journal	
“Educational	HORIZONS”	(EH)	was	dis-

tributed	to	more	than	20,000	educators	around	
the	world.	That	in	itself	is	not	at	all	unusual.	EH	is	
a	quarterly	journal	“founded	in	
the	spirit	of	academic	excel-
lence	in	order	to	provide	
leadership	in	addressing	edu-
cational,	social,	and	cultural	
issues	of	national	and	inter-
national	significance.”	What	
is	unusual	is	that	PLT	devoted	
the	entire	issue	to	our	work.	
This	month,	I	would	like	to	
share	with	you	the	intro-
duction	that	editor	Ogden	
Hamilton	wrote	about	the	fall	
issue.	(Many	thanks	to	Peggy	
Silva,	Betty	Bisplinghoff,	
Carmen	Tolivar,	Ross	Peterson-
Veatch,	Debbie	Bambino,	
Camilla	Greene,	Bruce	Law,	
Jill	Hudson,	Alan	Dichter	and	
Vivian	Orlen	for	making	their	
work	public	to	their	peers.)

Introduction	to	Educational	
Horizons,	by	Ogden	Hamilton

Many	approaches	to	
school	reform	apply	the	concept	literally:	public	
schools	are	re-formed	through	dismantling	and	
reassembling	or	else	established	from	scratch	
with	students	pulled	in	from	existing	public	
schools.	Our	current	issue	explores	an	alterna-
tive	approach,	advocated	by	the	National	School	
Reform	Faculty	(NSRF).	Its	ideas	and	practices	
rely	not	on	changing	the	school	structures	or	vari-
ables,	but	on	drawing	out	and	developing	educa-
tors’	unused	talents	and	latent	abilities.	What’s	
more,	NSRF	adherents	point	out,	top-down	deci-
sion-making	often	desensitizes	teachers	to	the	
core	professional	beliefs	and	values	that	originally	
attracted	them	to	the	field.	By	this	logic,	there	

(continued	on	page	16)	

must	be	potential	in	facilitating	a	return	to	those	
beliefs.	NSRF	focuses	on	developing	facilitative	
leaders	and	collaborative,	reflective	cultures	in	
schools	and	districts.	The	protocols,	seminars,	
coaching,	and	follow-up	of	its	Critical	Friends	

Groups	(CFGs)	offer	educators	
specific	tools	rather	than	just	
words:	a	systematic,	document-
ed	alternative	for	those	who	
either	cannot	afford	large-scale	
structural	change	or	simply	
doubt	its	practicality,	even	its	
necessity.

The	aim	is	to	establish	an	
environment	in	which	edu-
cators	can	safely	make	their	
practice	“public”	to	CFG	mem-
bers,	harnessing	awareness	of	
and	respect	for	shared	vulner-
ability	as	the	enabling	force.	
Our	examination	of	NSRF	
ideas	begins	with	an	interview.	
Daniel	Baron,	a	co-executive	
director	of	the	organization,	
contends	that	through	careful	
analysis,	thoughtful	individuals	
can	systematically	empower	
educators	to	achieve	excellence	
in	existing	schools.	Such	an	
approach,	though	independent	

of	such	efforts	as	high-school	conversions,	char-
ter	schools,	vouchers,	functional	communities,	
and	parental	choice,	is	nonetheless	compatible	
with	them.	A	series	of	brief	companion	essays	
complement	the	Baron	interview.	“A	Day	in	the	
Life	of	School	wide	CFGs”	describes	how	such	
groups	work	in	one	school;	“Taking	Time	to	Tend	
the	Good”	explains	three	NSRF	protocols—the	
hands-on	tools	that	structure	CFGs	and	focus	
them	on	achieving	specific	objectives.	Two	other	
essays,	“And	Then	There	Was	Hope”	and	“Sitting	
at	the	Piano	Bench,”	demonstrate	how	CFGs	can	
inspire	educators	to	ensure	success	in	school	
reform.	The	concern	with	equity	in	education	
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It	Is	Not	Rocket	Science:
The	Challenge,	Struggle,	Will	and	Skill	Lie	Within	Each	of	Us
Camilla	Greene,	Connecticut

A	review	of	Teaching	Reading	to	
Black	Adolescent	Males:	Closing	
the	Achievement	Gap,	by	Dr.	
Alfred	Tatum.

October	2,	2005	marked	
the	passing	of	August	
Wilson,	one	of	the	

prominent	African-American	
playwrights	to	chronicle	the	
plight	of	Africans	in	America.	
In	a	radio	interview	on	WBLS	
a	friend	and	colleague	of	
Wilson	noted	that	Wilson	had	dropped	
out	of	public	school	in	10th	grade	and	educated	
himself	in	the	library.	The	question	then	became:	
would	August	Wilson	have	become	the	chronicler	
of	the	African	experience	in	America	and	prominent	
playwright	that	he	did	become	if	he	had	remained	
a	student	in	public	education?	In	reflecting	on	the	
notion	that	public	high	school	education	might	do	
more	harm	than	good	in	centering	African-American	
male	identity,	and	might	
not	equip	them	with	
the	knowledge,	skills	
and	critical	thinking	
they	need	to	become	
productive	citizens	and	
lifelong	learners,	I	have	
come	to	the	conclusion	
that	public	high	school	
classrooms	as	they	are	
currently	structured	do	
not	develop	the	full	
potential	of	African-
American	males.	And	
I	maintain	that	most	
African-American	males	
engaged	in	learning	
and	skill	acquisition	in	
most	public	high	school	
classrooms	find	it	irrel-
evant	at	best	and	hostile	
at	worst	to	their	lives	
and	life	experiences.	

Dr.	Alfred	Tatum	
provides	us	with	a	
framework	that	authenti-
cally	validates	the	life	
experiences	of	these	
students	and	at	the	same	
time	teaches	literacy	

in	ways	that	engage	the	heart,	mind	
and	soul	of	these	Black	adolescent	
males.	Dr.	Tatum,	in	his	book	Teaching	
Reading	to	Black	Adolescent	Males	
(Stenhouse	Publishers,	2005)	states	
that	successful	teachers	of	Black	male	
students	see	“…literacy	instruction	as	a	
tool	of	resistance.”	(81)	In	his	book	he	
puts	forth	that	Black	male	students	need	to	
have	literacy	skills	embedded	in	the	read-
ing	and	understanding	of	short	and	long	
texts	written	by	Black	males	describing	the	
realities	of	Black	males	in	America.	To	that	
end,	Dr.	Tatum	includes	a	two-paragraph	text	
by	Michael	Eric	Dyson	(2004),	“Letter	to	My	
Brother	Everett	in	Prison.”	Tatum	describes	the	

use	of	the	letter	as	an	example	of	the	Black	male	
surrender.	“Their	surrender	is	in	large	part	connected	
to	an	arrested	development	resulting	from	their	
inability	to	resist	their	social	conditioning.”	(87)		The	
teaching	of	literacy	skills	
and	reading	strategies	in	 (continued	on	page	12)

that	pervades	NSRF	work	drives	three	following	
essays	that	explore	such	issues	as	teachers’	cul-
tural	blinders;	defining	a	moral	institution;	and	
the	inherent	difficulty	of	school	reform.	In	the	
final	section,	“Unbundling	the	Elements,”	a	mid-
dle-school	principal	recounts	how	she	reshaped	
her	management	policies	to	reflect	her	CFG	
experience.	A	final	entry,	“NSRF-New	York,”	
shows	how	NSRF’s	principles	can	take	on	a	life	
of	their	own,	largely	or	completely	independent	
of	the	organization	itself.”																													�

Educational	HORIZONS	can	be	down-
loaded	in	its	entirety	from	our	website,	

www.nsrfharmony.org

Daniel	Baron	can	be	contacted	at	
dbaron@indiana.edu
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Resolutions”	(i.e.:	we	are	going	to	focus	on	results…
somehow)	to	using	a	language	of	commitment	(…we	
are	going	to	create	a	systemic	plan	to	focus	on	the	
results	of	our	students	by	incorporating	the	follow-
ing	benchmarks…),	the	participants	are	committing	

themselves	to	the	
concept	that	failure	
is	not	an	option.		
Using	the	Individual	
Monthly	Action	Plan	
framework,	each	
participant	has	set	

a	goal	that	is	personal	and	focused.	While	it	is	clear	
that	this	will	help	create	actionable	plans	for	Critical	
Friends	Group	participants	over	the	final	year	of	the	
project,	is	it	also	understood	and	articulated	to	the	
participants	that	much	of	this	will	not	be	sustainable	
without	the	commitment	and	understanding	of	all	
the	stakeholders.	Our	work	with	the	principals	these	
past	years	has	helped	us	see	that	schools	truly	want	
to	work	toward	the	academic	success	of	all	kids,	but	
that	very	few	have	individualized	plans	within	their	
schools	to	support	this	type	of	success.	

One	critical	element	in	the	success	of	this	pro-
ject	is	the	component	aptly	entitled,	“Circuit	Riders.”		
These	two	positions	are	filled	by	former	administra-
tors	who	travel	to	the	rural	districts	and	provide	on-
site,	sustainable	support	to	the	cohort	participants.	
These	Circuit	Riders	are	trained	as	Critical	Friends	
Coaches	and	continue	to	ask	the	tough	questions	of	
principals	as	they	visit	and	listen.

A	reflection	from	one	of	the	participants	states	
it	best,	“Our	district	is	better	because	of	LeadNM—	
because	our	vocabulary	has	changed	as	a	direct	result	
of	the	knowledge	and	wisdom	shared	by	our	trainers.		
We	are	moving	in	a	positive	way	from	the	language	
of	complaint	to	the	language	of	action	and	collabora-
tion	for	our	students…”		 																										�

Ann	House	may	be	contacted	at	
ahouse@unm.edu,	and	Connie	Chene	may	be	

contacted	at	cchene@comcast.net	
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Changing	the	Conversation...
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Must-Read	Texts

“Below	is	a	list	of	other	must-read	texts	I	would	recommend	for	Black	
males	reading	amid	turmoil.	Most	of	them	can	be	used	as	‘cultural	hooks’	to	
engage	Black	male	students.	My	list	is	by	no	way	exhaustive;	I	do	not	mean	
to	suggest	that	these	are	the	only	must-read	texts	for	Black	males.	Beyond	
these	recommended	texts,	Black	males	need	exposure	to	a	vast	array	of	fic-
tion	and	nonfiction	texts	across	genres	as	suggested	by	Carol	Collins	(1993)”.	
Source:		Dr.	Alfred	Tatum,	Teaching	Reading	to	Black	Adolescent	Males,	
Stenhouse	Publishers,	2005.	Must-Read	Texts:	Pages	58–59

•	 The	Pact:	Three	Young	Men	Make	a	Promise	and	Fulfill	a	Dream,	by	
Sampson	Davis,	George	Jenkins	and	Rameck	Hunt

•	 There	Are	No	Children	Here,	by	Alex	Kotlowitz
•	 A	Hope	in	the	Unseen:	An	American	Odyssey	from	the	Inner	City	to	the	

Ivy	League,	by	Ron	Suskind
•	 The	Beast,	by	Walter	Dean	Myers
•	 Our	America:	Life	and	Death	on	the	South	Side	of	Chicago,	by	LeAlan	

Jones,	Lloyd	Newman,	and	David	Isay
•	 The	Greatest,	by	Walter	Dean	Myers
•	 Letter	to	My	Nephew,	by	James	Baldwin
•	 Stories	of	the	Scottsboro,	by	James	Goodman
•	 Workin’	the	Chain	Gang:	Shaking	Off	the	Dead	Hand	of	History,	by	

Walter	Mosley
•	 Think	Big,	by	Ben	Carson
•	 And	Still	We	Rise:	The	Trials	and	Triumphs	of	Twelve	Gifted	Inner-City	

Students,	by	Miles	Corwin
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texts	written	by	Black	males	describing	the	
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Teaching	Reading	to	
Black	Adolescent	Males:	Closing	

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.

“Isolation	is	the	
greatest	enemy”
-anonymous	reflection




