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he waves are crashing on the shore and the
kids are in camp. It is a magnificent July
day and our summer is in full swing. As
I’ve thought about this Connections article for the
past several days – my editor would say weeks
– my thoughts have swung back and forth from
the school year just passed to the one ahead of
us. Before looking forward, though, I am taking
the time to reflect on this past year’s accomplishments, challenges, and considerable learnings.
My first trip as director was to Souhegan High
School and our first-ever regional summit. We
had never done a regional summit before and we
didn’t really know what to do or what to expect.
What Heidi, our National Center coordinator, and
I did know was that we would be among friends
and that the conversations were going to be critical. We also figured if we spent half the time on
local matters, learning from each other about
how the work was taking shape in New England,
and half the time tuning our thinking about the
directions we thought the national organization
should head, that we would all learn a great deal
and folks would feel their time was well spent.
I remember driving to New Hampshire realizing how much I missed certain aspects of New
England. I had never been to Souhegan before
and I was looking forward to being in that space.
Heidi and I met the night before and talked
through our hopes and fears for the coming meeting. And I was nervous – this was new to me
and I needed it to go well. I’m not so sure NSRF
needed it to go well, but I certainly did. What
happened was of course the only thing that could
have, that is, a day-long NSRF meeting where we
used our tools and processes to learn from each
other and gain insight into our individual and
collective practices. We pushed, prodded, challenged, and supported each other and spent a day
in critical friendship working the best we knew
how. And it felt great.
There were three additional summits this
past year – two regional summits in Milwaukee
and Denver followed by a membership summit in Houston. Each summit built on the one

prior, even though there were different people
in the room. A real space of learning for me has
been how deep and vast our knowledge base in
NSRF is and how whoever comes are the right
people. I know I’m borrowing from Open Space
Technology, but as I think about the different
experiences I’ve had, the four principles and the
one law seem to have broad application.
The summits became significant because,
along with the Centers Council meeting following the Winter Meeting, they informed and then
defined our membership plan – the most significant piece of our restructuring effort. We learned
from each meeting and refined our thinking and
continued to tune it with trusted colleagues. By
the time we issued the membership report, we
had met with over a hundred and fifty National
Facilitators in five or six separate meetings. I am
very proud of the progress we made as a national
organization toward our financial sustainability
and I am clearer than ever that it will take our
collective effort to realize our goals.
I think my greatest space of learning this year
for my own practice was the BAEO conference
this past spring. BAEO is the Black Association of
Educational Options and I am a proud member.
The leader is Howard Fuller- the former superintendent of the Milwaukee public schools- and he
and the organization
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black.” They also run their organization unapologreat deal from that mistake and I believe our orgagetically and neither you nor anyone else, includnization will become stronger if we unpack our
ing funders, have to like what they have to say, but
mistakes publicly and hold ourselves accountable
neither Howard Fuller nor anyone else I met at
for changes in our practice. We cannot be afraid of
the conference tailored their message based upon
making mistakes but we also need to stop making
whom they were talking to.
the same mistakes, time and time again.
BAEO believes in educational options for Black
As summer seminar agendas fade from planned
kids – period. And they mean all kinds of options:
to historic and we begin the new school year, I
public school, private school, charter school,
wonder what type of reflection I’ll have after anothreligious school, public vouchers for all kinds of
er year of struggle and accomplishment. What type
schools, and home school, meeting the needs of
of reflection might you have a year from now; what
each child as decided by the child’s parents. There
would the futures protocol have us understand
simply is nothing to defend in traditional public
about the school year ahead?
schools if those schools do not meet the needs of
How many children will enter kindergarten this
each child, and for poor black and brown kids in
year; how many will learn to read? How many will
this country, public school is
drop out, get pushed out, or
moderately fair at best and
tune out; how many will graduWhat type of reflection
abusive and damaging to
ate despite the odds? Who will
another generation of chilenter college and who a spot
might you have a year
dren at its worst – and there is
on a street corner? What will
from now; what would
plenty of the worst.
we do this year to counter the
What I learned at the condestructive forces of racism and
the futures protocol have
ference was that my privilege
what steps will we take to recus understand about the
and access afford my children
ognize the hidden curriculum
an OPTION that most urban
so we may struggle against it?
school year ahead?
kids don’t have. My children,
How many new teachers will
in practice, receive a voucher
enter the profession and how
to attend school. The voucher
many will leave? How many
is only good in the town I live in and its value
new schools will we open and how many failed
– both monetarily and educationally – is largely
schools will we close? What will be different a year
based on the value of my home. The correlates
from now because of our involvement – because of
between socioeconomic status and school success
who we are and what we bring to each situation?
are striking. So, I think the real question is how to
What will we each do toward our collective misprovide real OPTIONS for kids in all socioeconomic
sion of educational and social equity? What will be
strata and not just my kids and other pretty-well-off
our reflection?
kids. The realization hit me smack upside my head
A year ago I wrote that Isabella, our oldest,
and I can no longer defend allowing politicians and
was entering first grade. We entered the experibureaucrats to decide how best to educate other
ence with many questions and apprehensions,
people’s children. I didn’t leave the conference
and despite my squabbling over the never-ending
with a whole lot of answers, but I certainly left with
parade of homework dittos and the misuse of the
many questions that remain with me, and I know I
developmental report card, in reality, I am gratedon’t look at schools in quite the same way.
ful to Isabella’s teacher, and for all she did this
One of my regrets this year was the opening at
past year. Isabella learned how to read, mostly in
the Winter Meeting. We paraded one white person
school, an extraordinary process and, I think, a
after the next onto the podium without intent and,
little bit of magic when coached by a parent. It’s
worse, without thinking. After all the conversations
the magic that each child needs and deserves and
and all the individual and collective work we’ve
it’s our obligation to provide it. Have a wonderful
done around equity, our blindness was striking as
and magical school year.
<
we swam in the sea of white privilege.
I’ve been doing some motivational reading
recently and one of the lessons is to learn from misSteven Strull can be contacted at
takes and not be afraid to make them. I learned a
stevenstrull@optonline.net

he calendar of NSRF events matched the
heat this summer. Between June first and
September first there were 45 events on the
calendar.
This summer was notable for the variety of sessions along with the number. The Center of Activity
at UCLA School Management Program kicked it off
with a day of coaches’ clinics in Los Angeles on
May 31. UCLA SMP designed this clinic as the next
professional development step for educators who
have some CFG experience. The desired learning
objective for the day was to have the participants
gain more skills and a greater understanding of
how to create and sustain a professional learning
community. Participants used a common text on
professional learning communities and facilitated
protocols to meet this objective.
There was also a series of equity seminars,
starting with a Leading for Educational Equity
seminar in Bloomington, Indiana. Coaching For
Educational Equity is one facet of the work of NSRF
that focuses on examining personal practice and
experience through the lens of equity.
The Leading for Educational Equity seminar
was one offering this summer based on this work.
A central feature in the design of this seminar was
the intentional diversification of both the facilitation
and participant pools as an effort to build alliances
across differences.
Once the facilitators and participants were in
place, all parties worked to hold the space and “the
precious time for participants to critically reflect
upon what it means to thoughtfully and deliberately
include equity in their work as a school leader in
her/his local context in a thoughtful and proactive
manner.” One of the primary goals of the seminar
was to work towards eliminating the “predictive
value of race, class, gender, language, and special
capacities on success in school.”
The NSRF Center in San Francisco, San
Francisco Coalition of Equitable Small Schools
(SF-CESS), also had a series of sessions under the
umbrella theme of Teaching for Equity
The offerings were:
• Advisory: How can we plan backwards from
our mission and vision to create an Advisory
program focused on personalization and high
expectations?
• Student Activities: How can students take ownership of an activities program that fosters community and supports the school’s mission and
vision?
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• Data-Based Inquiry: How can we use formal
inquiry to foster a culture of shared leadership and develop Professional Development
focused on equitable student achievement?
• Portfolios and Exhibitions: How can we
authentically assess students meeting our high
academic expectations?
• Project-Based Learning: What does PBL look
like in my math class?
The Teaching for Equity sessions had a regional
impact, with participants from five states. The focus
of the work at the SF-CESS Center of Activity is on
classroom practices and these sessions were built
on this foundation. They provided a space to talk
about classroom practice, to model a personalized
small school experience, and to gain coaching
experience for participants to bring back to their
classrooms.
New York had two NSRF-focused professional
development sessions. One was on the habit and
practice of Looking Collaboratively at Student
Work. In this session participants had the opportunity to think together about the settings for looking
at student work and about the purposes of looking
at student work, including “accountability, equity,
depth of learning, depth of teaching, and community building.”
The other New York session focused on
Facilitative Leadership, the foundation that CFG
coaching is built upon. This session focused on
building facilitation skills, specifically “establishing group norms, opening and closing meetings,
resolving conflicts, enhancing participation and
engagement, exploring issues of equality, and
learning from texts and speakers.”
There were also several sessions for continued
learning for experienced CFG coaches and facilitative leaders. These sessions provided an “opportunity to deepen their learning, reflect on their
practice, and develop new skills and approaches
for coaching their CFGs.” They also provided a
venue for networking with new colleagues in the
coaches’ own area and reenergizing their work
in their CFG. One continued learning session in
Massachusetts had the intriguing title, “So You
Are a CFG Coach...Now What?” and focused on
sustaining CFGs. NSRF San Antonio had a continued learning session in August to kick off the new
school year.
Along with this
(continued page 22)
variety of sessions,
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