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What really struck me at 
the last Winter Meeting 
was the number of indi-

viduals who shared with me some 
degree of discontent with their 
CFG experience. They spoke of a 
mismatch between their group’s 
actual collaborative work and their 
vision of the possible, of wonder-
ing how to push their CFG to the 
next level, or of the challenges 
of doing CFG work in their spe-
cific contexts. This was particu-
larly interesting to me since it was 
the incongruity between my hopes 
and my actual CFG experience that 
first motivated me to explore criti-
cal friends groups as a researcher. 

Several years ago I had gone through coaches 
training with quite a number of colleagues from our 
local school district and university, and as a group 
we had initiated several new CFGs. I felt affirmed 
in this space where both my questions and exper-
tise counted, amazed by the potential learning from 
a long, deep, collaborative discussion of just one 
piece of student or teacher work, and excited to 
learn about how many different types of protocols 
would work. However, once the novelty began to 
wear off and I grew weary of the monthly question 
“Does anyone have work they would like to bring 
to the group next time?”, dissatisfaction grew. 

Uncertain of whether my discontent related to 
my own unrealistic expectations or to our CFG’s 
need to push forward in a new direction, I began 
pursuing answers to questions such as the fol-
lowing: What is the ultimate potential for a CFG? 
What factors help or hinder a group in meeting this 
potential? How do CFGs develop into strong learn-
ing communities? How can this development be 
facilitated? 

My research began in the library as I searched 
for research reports specifically related to CFGs 
and more generally related to professional learning 
communities and group development. My inter-
est in pursuing these questions was heightened as 
I realized that in addition to making claims about 
the effectiveness of CFGs in enhancing collegial 
relationships and teacher professionalism, and in 
impacting teaching and learning, the existing body 
of research also documents many of the struggles 
that have held CFGs back from meeting their full 
potential. These struggles have related to relation-

ships, processes, and content. For exam-
ple, group members may have difficulty 
developing the trusting relationships 
that allow them to honestly share deep 
questions from practice or to honestly 
challenge one another during discus-
sions (Dunne & Honts, 1998; Armstrong, 
2003). A particular context may try to 
establish too many CFGs too quickly or 
the participants may focus so much on 
the process of learning to use protocols 
and function as a CFG that they do not 
get to meaningful content (Murphy, 
2001). Finally, coaches and CFG mem-
bers may have difficulty learning to 
ask meaningful questions, identifying 
important goals for growth, or accessing 
resources to help them push forward in 

their learning, and thus never address content that 
is rigorous enough to have a significant impact 
on teaching and learning (Dunne & Honts, 1998; 
Armstrong, 2003; Murphy, 2001).

I began to wonder if some type of intentional 
reflective process might help groups to push through 
these struggles and attain more meaningful and 
productive collaboration. So, using my own vision 
for the possible and what I learned from other 
researchers, I began drafting a reflective tool, or 
framework, highlighting the attributes of CFGs that 
seemed most essential and how they might develop 
over time: Relationships, Roles and Responsibilities, 
Commitment, Meeting Focus, Group Learning 
Agenda, Level of Reflection, and Impact on 
Teaching and Learning. Then I began to pursue a 
more formal research process involving two parts. 
First, I asked a number of individuals across the 
country to serve as “critical friends” for me and to 
provide feedback through a questionnaire on the 
content of the descriptions I had included within 
the framework. Then, having made some revisions 
based on this feedback, I observed three groups 
as they used this reflective tool to analyze their 
CFG’s work and engage in a goal-setting process. 
The full process involves three parts: (1) reflective 
analysis of the group’s functioning or collaborative 
work leads to the development of specific goals; 
(2) discussion of the steps needed to accomplish 
those goals leads to a concrete action plan; and (3) 
checking back in at a later date allows the group 
to monitor progress towards those goals. I followed 
up observations of this 
process by first asking (continued on page 21)
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each participant to complete a questionnaire and 
then through a more detailed interview with each 
group’s coach.

The data collected during the two phases of this 
research process has both challenged my thinking 
and provided provisional answers to my research 
questions. First, the data shows that CFG members 
found that the process of analysis and goal-setting 
had several important benefits. The process deep-
ened participants’ sense of purpose and helped 
them to develop more of a common understanding 
of their work together as a CFG. It was a reflective 
process that allowed them to celebrate their group’s 
strengths, but also to identify areas for growth or 
to clarify their direction and focus. It was a pro-
cess that disrupted each group’s routine, providing 
them with a new vision for the possible or a clearer 
direction for their work. One participant wrote, 
“We became more aware of where we, as a group, 
may be off track, the direction we want to go, and 
how we need to reset our group’s path in order to 
reach our goals and deepen the effectiveness of 
the work we do and the support we provide to one 
another.” Though this research study has not exam-
ined the long-term benefits of this process, the data 
suggests that periodically stopping to reflect on our 
collaborative work and vision can be really helpful 
for pushing our work forward, given a commitment 
to following through on the goals and plans the 
CFG makes. It does indeed appear possible for CFG 
members to intentionally plan for the growth and 
development of their group, pushing through strug-
gles in order to collaborate more meaningfully.

Second, my reflections on both the amazing 
strengths and the persistent struggles of the three 
CFGs in this study have led me to stronger convic-
tions and new burning questions. Although I do 
believe this study has confirmed the importance of 
each of the seven attributes I listed above, I have 
also been reminded that neither a foundation of 
strong community nor tools of effective processes 
are sufficient for impacting teaching and learning. 
As a mentor of mine recently quipped, we can be 
doing things right, but if we are not doing the right 
things, what does it matter? Our interactions and 
processes are important, but if we are not asking 
important questions, questions that are rigorous or 
challenging, questions that we pursue over time, 
then will there be powerful sustained learning? 
Since CFG work is based largely on the questions 
we as practitioners bring to the group, then how 
do we learn to ask the “right” questions, the ques-

tions that are most important to our learning and 
the learning of our students? How do we sustain 
these important inquiries over time? And how do 
we ensure that we are continually gaining outside 
perspectives as well, so that we do not become 
isolated and insulated in our own experiences and 
perspectives?

I suggest that we need to hear more about 
the questions that CFGs around the country are 
pursuing, particularly those that result in powerful 
learning experiences for group members. We need 
practitioners to write about the specific questions 
they have asked that have led to powerful learn-
ing opportunities, how those questions have been 
addressed within the group, and what actions have 
resulted over time. This will serve two important 
purposes. First, it may provide a stimulus for oth-
ers to ask similar questions about the work in their 
context. Second, it will begin to build a more con-
crete collection of evidence for the organization 
about ways this work really does make a difference 
in teaching and learning. 

I would also suggest that we continue work to 
develop tools to help us ground our inquiries in 
NSRF’s mission of “educational and social equity.” 
These words are so laden with meaning that 
unpacking what this means in terms of a group’s 
next steps can seem overwhelming. Developing 
tools to help new groups identify appropriate and 
concrete beginning questions and to help experi-
enced groups reflect on their growth in this area 
and make plans for specific next inquiries would 
be challenging, but so useful.

Though there is not ample space within this 
article to share all the specifics of the reflective 
tool and process that I have been working to devel-
op, I conclude here with several questions based 
on this work, with the hope that they will facilitate 
purposeful reflection for taking stock of a CFG’s 
work:

• What is our purpose as a group? What con-
crete goals or inquiries are we working 
towards individually and/or as a group? Why 
are these pursuits important?

• To what extent does our work depend on 
actual data, whether student achievement data, 
work samples, or reading research from the 
field?

• To what extent have we committed ourselves 
to NSRF’s mission of pursuing educational and 
social equity?

• What kinds of 
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The data collected during the two phases of this 
research process has both challenged my thinking 
and provided provisional answers to my research 
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process that allowed them to celebrate their group’s 
strengths, but also to identify areas for growth or 
to clarify their direction and focus. It was a pro-
cess that disrupted each group’s routine, providing 
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processes are important, but if we are not asking 
important questions, questions that are rigorous or 
challenging, questions that we pursue over time, 
then will there be powerful sustained learning? 
Since CFG work is based largely on the questions 
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These words are so laden with meaning that 
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be challenging, but so useful.

Though there is not ample space within this 
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tool and process that I have been working to devel-
op, I conclude here with several questions based 
on this work, with the hope that they will facilitate 
purposeful reflection for taking stock of a CFG’s 
work:

• What is our purpose as a group? What con-
crete goals or inquiries are we working 
towards individually and/or as a group? Why 
are these pursuits important?

• To what extent does our work depend on 
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work samples, or reading research from the 
field?

• To what extent have we committed ourselves 
to NSRF’s mission of pursuing educational and 
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structure, but operated under a different name. 
At the time, NSRF did not have a presence in 
the Bay Area, so we chose to call our groups “I-
Groups,” a combination of CFG principles and 
mini-research groups. We trained our department 
leaders as coaches, although they coach hetero-
geneous groups, not department members. Our 
I-Groups meet every three weeks in a rotation 
of collaborative groups - departments, teams, and 
professional development. 

We are very conscious in our school’s I-
Groups and in our five-day training seminars about 

our focus on equity.  While it is 
the challenge for every participant 
to keep equity at the center of 
our work and discussions, it is the 
coaches’ responsibility to ensure 
this. Our school is located in a 
tough place, but we have a lot to be 
proud of. Following an independent 
audit of the San Francisco Unified 
School District, Leadership High 
School was one of only two schools 
cited for making progress in clos-
ing the achievement gap. I choke 
saying this out loud because our 
progress still is not even close to 

being enough. We need to share this information 
to help sustain the work, but in the larger context, 
our successes are merely a blip on the screen of 
an intense urban area such as San Francisco.

Greg,	please	describe	the	roots	of	your	commit-
ment	to	equity	in	your	life	and	your	work.
As an openly gay school leader, the concept of 
equity is an innate part of my individual profile. 
However, my greater sense of empathy comes 
from growing up as a gay and closeted member 
of a poor Rhode Island family on welfare. As a 
teenager I passed for straight because that is the 
first assumption of others, and for middle-class 
because I am white and educated. As a result, I 
was able to hear what my own oppressors (those 
who looked like me) said about me while I was 
in the very same room. I was hated in front of my 
face without a filter because they didn’t know I 
was their target. I learned quickly what those with 
power and prejudice said of others when they 
believed the others were not in their presence. 
Out of fear, defense, anger and frustration - and 
in ignorance of what 
exactly to do - I learned 
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NSRF’s Living History: An Interview with Greg Peters
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Two years ago, Gregory Peters became the 
director of SF-CESS, the San Francisco 
Coalition of Essential Small Schools, a regional 

center of the Coalition of Essential Schools and a 
center of activity of the NSRF. Prior to this work, 
Greg served as principal of Leadership High School 
in San Francisco, a ten-year-old charter school in 
the southeast section of this city. Of the 340 stu-
dents currently enrolled at Leadership, 95% are stu-
dents of color, and 40% of the students qualify for 
free or reduced lunch. Greg remains coprincipal 
of Leadership High School, serving as a liaison 
between this laboratory 
school and the larger network 
of organizations focused on 
school change .

Greg notes that poor 
nutrition, gangs, and violence 
are major factors in his stu-
dents’ daily lives. “Leadership 
High School is a safe com-
munity for our students, but 
our students are victims and 
witnesses and even some-
times purveyors of the vio-
lence that surrounds them. 
We absolutely know our chil-
dren well, and as a result are committed to serving 
them even though we know any one of them could 
exist on either side within the cycle of violence and 
oppression that plagues our urban youth. 

How	were	you	introduced	to	NSRF?	What	is	this	
organization’s	role	in	your	work?
I was a member of a CFG just as they were intro-
duced. The following year (1996) I trained with 
Juli Quinn as a coach, and coached a group from 
Oceana High School, where I was a math and 
art teacher for six years.  CFGs became essential 
in my work as a new principal at Leadership High 
School. 

Just in its third year, Leadership was not a good 
place for students or for their teachers.  The school 
lacked a strong culture of professional develop-
ment. CFGs were a natural fit in helping to shift 
the culture to that of a learning organization. The 
faculty of Leadership High School was firm in its 
commitment that I serve as an instructional leader, 
so we had to negotiate what that meant in the daily 
life of our school. We spent that first year learning 
how we needed to work together. CFGs provided 
a needed structure for our learning. We used that (continued on page 20)
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inequities have we identified within our own 
context? How are we responding?

• What biases and stereotypes have we identi-
fied within our practice or within ourselves? 
How are we responding?

• What are we learning about the relation-
ship between culture and student learning? 
How are we working towards more culturally 
responsive practices?

• How do we hold one another accountable 
to taking action based on what we learn and 
discuss as a group, whether within our own 
individual practice or within our organization 
as a whole?

• How do we know whether we are making 
progress as a group? How do we measure suc-
cess? What evidence or documentation do we 
have of our own learning and impact? What 
differences can we identify in student achieve-
ment across all subgroups?
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there were 32 new CFG Coaches seminars. CFG 
Coaches seminars are our most typical intro-
duction to the work of NSRF and our mission. 
These 32 sessions reached educators in 19 states 
through 20 Centers of Activity in every region from 
Massachusetts to Hawai’i.

NSRF dues-paying membership added a new 
dimension to sessions this summer. Offering mem-
bership to seminar participants provides a new 
opportunity for them to be engaged in the national 
NSRF community and support the mission of NSRF. 
The summer sessions in Hawai’i were the first to 
build in a one-year NSRF membership for partici-
pants.

This summer has been another learning oppor-
tunity for all of us. Our continued work has come 
a long way in spreading our mission and vision for 
democratic and equitable schools. The door has 
been opened to hundreds of new NSRF colleagues 
and scores of old ones have been renewed in their 
practice and purpose. We look forward to reflect-
ing on the important work of this summer in search 
of its impact on the lives of our students this fall.

The NSRF events database was the source 
for the information in this article. This database is 

only as good as the data provided, so if you are an 
NSRF National Facilitator, please let the National 
Center know about any upcoming NSRF seminar 

experiences, so we may promote them on our 
website and use the collected information to enrich 

our network. 

Chris Jones can be contacted at 
cjones@nsrfharmony.org
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