Protocols in Practice– Whose Voice?

Interview with Dr. Paul C. Gorski...

Kim Feicke, Washington

I

t was Day Two of a CFG training and the only
African-American participant had been taking more airtime than others, partially to better
explain her cultural perspective. Her facilitator
referred to a norm around equity of airtime to
bring this to her attention. “Oh, she responded,
“I thought that since I’m the only person of color
in the room it meant you needed to hear from me
more often!” The group had a short discussion
about the differences between equitable and equal
and moved on.
Later in the training, this same participant
wondered aloud if these protocols weren’t geared
towards white ways of interacting, since people of
color don’t use such structured dialogue. It wasn’t
the first or last time I’ve heard that question. “No,
no,” our white participants always say, “it’s weird
for us too.” And it is. Many of us have found that
there is a natural continuum in learning the protocols: from feeling stifled and uncomfortable to
valuing and embracing the structures. The protocols
force us to think in new ways – breaking us out of
our assumptions and our everyday practice of telling people what they should or shouldn’t be doing.
And while this is true, the question still lingers in my mind. When white people come to the
training and feel uncomfortable within these same
structures, I’ve never heard them try and attribute
it to another racial culture. If people of color often
need to adjust the way they speak and act in dominant (white) culture settings, it seems like an easy
leap to connect one more uncomfortable form of
dialoguing to that same source. But what if there is
something deeper in how the protocols are structured that helps support dominant culture thinking
and keeps us from hearing a truly diverse set of
perspectives? What if the protocols really do reflect
and promote a dominant culture perspective?
I realize that many of my colleagues of color
have had to develop keener ears and eyes to
respond to and survive the discrimination that lies
at the center of many of their experiences. As a
person in a position of more privilege, I don’t have
to pay nearly as much attention to the difference
between what people say and what they do. And
I feel pretty confident that when I speak I will be
heard.
I’m learning that when my colleagues of color
sit in protocols with me, they are listening not only
to the things that are being said, but to the things
that are not being said and those silences often ring
louder than the words. More and more, as I work
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Connections appreciates Lynda Robinson‘s
contribution to our expressed desire to hold
“Courageous Conversations” across difference as adults in order to better serve students
across difference in our classroom.
Hi Kim,
Thank you for gathering your thoughts on
paper for this important piece. Even in reading
your piece again, I found my chest tighten up
a bit and a warmth sweep over me. Every time
I relive that experience it makes me feel my
“otherness” in the room and in the work. It is
not a good feeling. It is a shameful feeling. The
feeling makes me acutely aware that I have
been tricked, once again, into thinking and
acting as if my presence means anything when
white people are “conducting their business”
in educating kids – mainly poor kids, but
mostly kids of color. What does it mean for
educators of color in the room and at the table
with their privileged sisters and brothers?
As I remember the event, I think what
really embarrassed - and yes, hurt me was that
I went to the CFG training with an open heart.
The teachers at my table were also open-hearted – asking me questions and engaging in dialogue with me both personally and professionally. I felt pretty comfortable in responding to
the questions and comments. In other words,
I felt that the interactions at the table were
positive and productive. My identity as a black
educator was intact - and in fact honored by
their questions, responses, and demeanor.
I think one of the teachers was MexicanAmerican, so she would respond to questions
from her cultural perspective, as well.
I was aware that I was the only black
person in the room, but that did not curb
my enthusiasm or curiosity about the CFG
training. Since all the white educators were
convinced that the CFG process was the best
thing since sliced bread, I felt I needed to find
out what they knew so I would be “down with
the program,” too. So I let my guard down
and was prepared to be as open to learning as
I could be. So imagine my surprise and dissonance when the facilitator warned me to
curb my “airtime” in the training! I felt that I
didn’t need to be there if I was not completely
(continued on page 17)
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poverty in very oppressive ways.
Quite frankly, I am tired of talking about Ruby
Payne. I am an activist. I do not particularly like to
spend my time critiquing someone
else’s work. But so many of my colleagues were buying into her work
that I felt I had to present another
perspective. The values Ruby Payne
espouses conflict with the values
we say we uphold.
Plus, Ruby Payne runs a forprofit business. She charges school
districts tens of thousands of dollars for a workshop. Many of these
school districts paying Ruby Payne’s
business have families who cannot
afford housing and meals on a daily
basis. Somebody has to stand up
and point out the lunacy of this.
What do you believe to be the
Dr. Gorski
most important actions needed to
change the “savage inequalities” in
American public schools that serve poor children?
Policy makers need to understand the issues (of poverty) in a broader context. It is unfair to give schools
the responsibility to correct all inequities. We need
to fix the larger inequities instead of focusing merely on the symptoms. In schools we need to look at
the ways in which poor children and children of
color do not have access to quality education, starting in preschool. We need to start addressing these
issues—in Jonathan Kozol’s words, these “savage
inequalities”—and stop thinking we can fix poverty
by “fixing” poor people instead of eliminating what
oppresses poor people.
What do you believe to be the best strategy to dispel the middle-class myth that people of poverty
are bad parents?
I’ve done a bit of consulting at some affluent private boarding schools where tuition and fees can
be close to $40,000 per year. Some parents have
two and three children at these schools. We dispel
myths by telling the truth. The myth is that poor
people are bad parents. But what I see at these
boarding schools are kids who are sent away from
home so somebody else can take care of them—
neglect by wealthy parents who can afford to mask
their neglect.
There are other myths out there, as well.
According to Ruby Payne, alcohol and drug addicConnections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

tion and prostitution are more prevalent in poor
communities than wealthy ones. This simply is not
true. Drug and alcohol addiction and prostitution
are as prevalent, if not more prevalent,
in wealthy communities. So we dispel
myths by countering them with truth and
with evidence of that truth.
If you could put together a reality show
to demonstrate the clashes between
someone who believes the fault lies in
the victim and someone who is a perceived victim but has a strong sense
of self and a grasp of the reality of the
shams in this world, who would you put
in the show? Where would you place
them and how long would you have
them interact?
I would place Ruby Payne in this reality
show for her own good. Plus, because
so many people know who she is, there
would be a large audience. I would
have poet Gwendolyn Brooks on the
show, too. Brooks wrote a poem called “The Lovers
of the Poor” about wealthy white do-gooders who
do their charitable giving, but go running back to
their wealth at the first sign of discomfort. I use it in
my classes. I would add Paris Hilton and Jonathan
Kozol. The location: a remote island where they
have nothing to do but sit around and discuss classism and racism for a month.
<
My attention to and interest in Dr. Gorski was
sparked by Debbie Bambino when she asked if
I would like to do an interview with Dr. Gorski,
who is a staunch critic of Dr. Ruby Payne. I took
on the challenge. In preparation for the interview,
I read Dr. Ruby Payne’s book A Framework for
Understanding Poverty and I read several articles
written by Dr. Gorski. I learned a lot and I hope
this interview has enriched your knowledge of classism as it relates to our mission and your notions of
the equity conversation.
For more information, go to
www.EdChange.org.
Dr. Gorski can be reached at
pgorski01@gw.hamline.edu
Camilla Greene can be reached at
camillagreene@att.net
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When White Educators Discipline Students of Color
Joshua Frank, Massachusetts

(continued from page 4)

This article is an excerpt from an article tentatively
scheduled to appear in an upcoming issue of
Education Digest.

I

n discussing the achievement gap, educators
often talk about the need for relevant and representative curriculum for students of color. They
discuss the need to recruit more educators of color.
They also discuss power and the reality of white
privilege. At my current school we hold “courageous conversations” to build a dialogue across
boundaries of race. There is rarely a discussion,
however, of white educators teaching, and needing
to discipline, students of color. Why do we need to
think about what happens when a white educator
disciplines a student of color? For me the answer
begins with what’s happening at my school.
Despite a wonderful diversity that is truly valued by the entire community, despite having a
series of well-attended and well-received “courageous conversations” that involve staff and families
in diverse and growing numbers, the majority of
discipline reports I receive as vice-principal are for
students of color, and this is in a school that is 55%
white. Beyond the reinforcement of stereotypes
that lurks behind these numbers lies another, very
practical, point. When discipline works, by holding
students accountable in a way that they feel is fair
and aimed at helping them grow, those students are
able to get back to work. When students get back to
work, instead of resisting or shutting down, they are
less likely to misbehave again or as often, and more
likely to make academic progress. While ideally the
staff of a public school would mirror the diversity
of its student population, the fact is that most teachers who work with students of color in a diverse
public school setting are white. As one of those
white educators, I have long been encouraged to
move beyond the notion of color-blindness, beyond
the mantra to “treat all kids the same.” Given that
a person’s race is an important part of his or her
identity, this makes perfect sense to me. When I
approach a student of color, being of different races
is going to play a role, almost always unspoken,
in our interaction. More recently, I have also been
encouraged to think in terms of my own race, to
think of my whiteness as a racial identity that proffers privilege, rather than as the unacknowledged
norm against which others are measured.
Many of my white colleagues may not agree
with me, but I believe that one of the biggest
obstacles for white educators to working success12 Fall 2007
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fully with students of color, especially in the area
of discipline, is a fluid mix of guilt, fear, and anger
that ebbs and flows within most white educators in
our relationships with students of color and their
families. Guilt, fear, and anger are often hidden
unconsciously behind genuine good intentions,
and sometimes evolve into a sense of powerlessness to “help,” which hardens into simple anger.
While there is clearly such a thing as white privilege, it is unearned, because none of us chooses
the color of our skin. Any thoughtful person who
enjoys an unearned privilege is going to experience some guilt in the enjoyment of that privilege.
As a result, white educators often try to convince
students of color and their families that they want
to “help”— “help” them achieve at a high level,
“help” them achieve to the same level as the white
majority. When and if that “help” fails to result in
high achievement and positive behavior, though,
guilt can easily give way to fear. It might be that
the students of color who fail to achieve reinforce
stereotypes that a white educator holds reluctantly
and secretly, and fears will be discovered. It might
be the fear of being misunderstood in the effort
to hold students of color to a high standard, and
of being branded a racist. How then, given the
prevalence of color-blind thinking and white privilege, should white educators strive to work with
students of color, both in terms of academics and
discipline? Below are four simple ideas: focus on
goals, use baseline measurements, share specific
data, and give balanced feedback. When educators
focus on goals for students as individuals, based
on measurement of long-term improvement, within
the context of a long-term relationship that builds
over time, they may simultaneously acknowledge
race and transcend some of its barriers.
When educators help students set goals for
their development,
(continued on page 27)
they are accomplishing
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in cross-difference groupings, I am finding that our
protocols are designed to support and build on what
is being said, and that we don’t create space to hear
what’s not said.
So when my colleagues of color speak to the
silences that they hear, it begins to shift my thinking
about what I’m hearing (missing?). I feel that I am
slowly building my capacity to see and hear things
that the lens of my white privilege has prevented me
from seeing/hearing for most of my life. This shift
makes me wonder whose voices we hear and prioritize in our protocols and whose voices we might be
silencing.
I am now struggling with how to use our protocols to hear and respond to what’s not being said
and ensure we’re focusing on the issues and strategies that matter most to our struggling students.
When we don’t attend to what’s not being said, I
find that too often white adults like me leave the
table feeling good and yet nothing substantial has
changed for kids. There’s often a tension between
where adults are willing and ready to go and where
our students need us to go. I know that I need to
better understand that tension in order to engage it,
if I am truly going to implement the NSRF mission
in my work. I had a recent experience that exemplified this for me.
Doing an Issaquah protocol in a recent training,
a vice principal brought this question to the table:
How do I motivate my teachers to take attendance
consistently? In the clarifying questions, it became
clear she needed better attendance records so she
could document who was skipping and give them
consequences as a way to reduce skipping, which
was chronic at the school.
In the probing questions, a couple of us asked
questions like “Why do you think kids are skipping?” and “Do you see any connection between
what’s going on in the classroom and who skips?”
It was evident from her answers that she was not
ready or willing to go in the direction of these
questions. She needed strategies to motivate teachers. That’s what she asked for and that’s what she
responded to in the questions and feedback.
I struggled with this because my experience in
schools tells me that too often we push kids out of
classes by using teaching strategies, curricula and
subtle behaviors that offend and don’t meet the
needs of many of our student populations. By allowing this vice principal to not address a potential
underlying issue, I felt I was now complicit in supporting a school curriculum that potentially pushes
Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

transparent and open to learning the process.
I needed to ask questions and mediate the
answers so that I could understand and use the
process as part of my work toolkit. Needless
to say, being openly rebuked for “talking too
much” in my group on the first day of CFG
training closed the door to my interest in using
“the process” as part of my professional practice. I left the training, and didn’t go back. I
was through, finished, and cynical about how
CFGs could ever positively impact my learning
or that of my community.
As an experienced educator, I knew that
my community would not sit still for a process
that did not listen, hear, or change to suit the
needs of the players. It was only through a
whole year of serious conversations with my
personal critical friends that I regained the
desire to revisit CFG training. I traveled over
two hundred miles to attend a week long NSRF
CFG training. Again, I was the only black
person in the group. I still smarted from the
sting of “airtime” over “why?” questions. I still
wanted to go deeper – and there was nobody
there to talk that over with. I completed the
task, got the certificate, and went back to my
personal critical friends to debrief and unpack
my experience.
So you see, I will always relive that
moment as part of my critical friends training
experience to make sure that that is not what
I replicate in my practice, but what I use as a
transformation tool. Our work should be about
transforming education, not replicating it!
- Lynda

kids out of classrooms and then punishes them for
not being there. Because I followed the protocol
and responded to the focus question and the adult
need, I supported her in continuing her practice
of recording who was in the room without figuring out why they were or weren’t in the room. For
whom did I create a powerful learning experience?
What has begun to help me in situations like
the one above is working with a revised tool for
framing dilemmas (see protocol on our website).
The tool supports
(continued page18)
participants in framFall 2007
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Principal Accomplishments...
(continued from page 5)

a combination of case studies and self-reflections.
The benefits of professional cases include the extension of the profession’s knowledge base by recognizing the value of the practitioner’s knowledge,
connecting practitioner knowledge with formal
research, supporting transitions in responsibility
that may facilitate smooth leadership succession,
easing communication among various school constituencies, and becoming a basis for professional
development and learning. Such professional case
studies provide real-world examples for educational programs as well as practicing principals,
affording both groups the means to study practices
and develop strategies to address daily challenges.
Finally, the authors explore the knowledge that
individual principals bring to their school. They
examine the important knowledge for principals,
how principal candidates can structure their developing knowledge, suggest performance tasks that
support the development of structured knowledge,
and propose contexts to help principal candidates
use their knowledge.
Bellamy, Fulmer, Murphy, and Muth provide a fresh approach to rethinking the design of
school leadership practices while offering valuable insights and ideas for analysis and reflection for principal leadership. The four leadership
domains and the Framework for School Leadership
Accomplishments challenge the principal to establish measurable goals and identify desired results
that improve student learning. These domains provide a means for principals to embrace the core
tenets of critical friends groups, namely a press
for achievement, adaptive practice, and improved
student learning. Indeed, the authors’ call for an
“annual case [study] of school leadership” (p.
139) in support of continuous learning provides
a vehicle for principals and their case teams’ to
address the mission of the NSRF by reflecting on
their practice and working collaboratively to create
powerful learning experiences that improve student learning. This book is a must-read for anyone
open to having their assumptions about effective
<
school leadership challenged!
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ing their dilemma in a way that ensures that the
focusing question is focused around what’s going
to make the greatest difference for students with
the greatest needs. It helps to surface some of the
assumptions we bring into the work.
This vice principal left with great ideas for getting better attendance records, but I would argue
that it didn’t create more powerful learning experiences for students. Our mission states that our end
goal is to “create and support powerful learning
experiences for everyone.” As practitioners and as
an organization, I think we have barely dipped our
toes into unpacking what our mission statement
really means and what it looks like in action.
CFG work has changed the lives and practice of many educators, including myself, but the
elephant in this room is that most of us doing the
work are white. If this work, as we’re currently
doing it, really empowered all voices, wouldn’t we
see more faces of color at our national meetings?
Wouldn’t we see stronger data around equitable
student outcomes connected to our work?
What do we need to do to think differently
about our work in the future as we shift our thinking and our structures to better engage the “everyone” in our mission statement? I’m left with the
conviction that we still need protocols to support
our collaborative work across difference. However,
my conviction is now tempered by an awareness that protocols are guidelines that must be
revised, interrupted and sometimes scrapped, in
the moment, if the process is not serving the needs
of our most underserved students. I’m talking about
stepping into the “zone” of dissonance and staying
there because we know we can’t really grow until
we are disturbed and uncomfortable enough to
change our practice.
<
Kim Feicke can be contacted at
feicke@lclark.edu
Visit our website at
www.nsrfharmony.org/connections.html
to download Kim Feicke’s Framing Dilemmas
tool as cited in this article.

“Principal Accomplishments: How School
Leaders Succeed,” G. Thomas Bellamy, Connie L.
Fulmer, Michael J. Murphy, Rodney Muth
Teachers College Press, © 2007
Maria Elena Rico can be reached
at mariaelena.rico@lausd.net
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Planting Oak Trees, Harvesting Acorns and Building towards “Reforestation”
Indiana Center of Activity Report by Ross Peterson-Veatch, Indiana

T

wo hundred years ago, as much as eighty-five
percent of our great state of Indiana was covered with trees. With logging in the 19th century came forest management practices based on
replanting trees to replace and replicate the forests
so that the basic organic resources around us could
sustain our growing population. But just planting
more trees ignored the crucial roles that the other
layers of the forest played in the system and gave
us what we might call “the woods” – trees without dense undergrowth, and dirt covered only by
leaves. What we know now about reforestation tells
us to attend to the soil, and nurture the shrubs, even
as we plant seedlings and saplings that continue to
grow into healthy trees that can sustain the forest.
This attention to the layers in between might be
one of the best metaphors I can think of to describe
what we’ve been doing in the two years since our
last Center of Activity report
in Connections.
When the NSRF National
Office asked us to write a
report from the field, none
of us really knew where to
start. So many things have
happened in the interim that
it was hard to get a handle
on all of our activities statewide. We now hail not just
from Bloomington, but from
Columbus,
Indianapolis,
and Goshen. The surge in
our growth prompted a brief
conversation over e-mail
about what we should do for
the report and who should
do it. Tom Gregory came up with the idea of
using a modified online metaphors activity, and I
agreed to write that up in the form of this report.
Tom began the metaphors conversation with me
on the phone, at which point I used the metaphor
of a center of activity’s work being like a board of
directors. Tom’s metaphor began to evolve as he
wrote this to me the next day.
Your goal (in creating your metaphor) was
probably to keep things manageable so that good
deliberations could occur. My goal was to have
an army so that when one of us faltered another
could take her place. We cast a broad net when we
started this, probably thinking that a few would fall
away. The surprise may be that almost no one has.
That’s a really good sign that, despite our sputtering
start, enough good stuff is occurring to keep people
Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

engaged—and hopeful for the future.
Over the next few days, I sent out a call to
everyone involved in our work. Arriving at a comprehensive list of folks involved in NSRF work
through our center was a task in itself, and I found
myself recalling the debrief session following a
Coaches Institute in the summer of 2005. We had
just finished a very successful seminar that we ran
at Bloomington’s South High School, and we were
sitting around a big table looking at each other
with “what next?” on our minds.
Since there were twelve of us there, we had
been able to form and maintain small CFG-sized
groups of ten participants and two facilitators
for practically the entire week. We all found it
remarkable that there were enough facilitators in
Bloomington for us to pull this off with only one
National Facilitator from out of town. Around that
table, we had five National
Facilitators working out of
the Indiana Center, a sixth
from Georgia – and seven
interns who had been successfully running CFGs
in their own schools in
Bloomington for at least a
year.
At that point we had
enough of a critical mass
of people who were obviously passionate about CFGs
to begin really considering
forming a Center of Activity
that was larger than just
a few individuals, but we
had no concrete plans. So,
in February of 2006, after the Winter Meeting in
Denver, we began meeting as a group of facilitators
and interns, intent on making something happen.
In the interim we have met monthly for some
stretches and “every three or so months” at other
points, for multiple purposes: to get to know each
other and to choose projects, glean strategies and
forge the strong connections with one another we
know will serve to propel us into the future.
The initial Bloomington crowd has become a
larger statewide group both through opening ourselves to opportunities for great partnerships and by
invitations to like-minded colleagues. Colleagues
from Indianapolis have begun to join us in delivering coaches’ trainings, not just in organizing
them. For last sum(continued on page 26)
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