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Linda and I have been training CFG Coaches 
in the Miami-Dade County Public Schools 
for almost ten years. From time to time, we 

have imagined what coaches training experience 
might be like under ideal circumstances. In our 
fantasy scenario, a group of educators would be 
selected, trained, and immediately start applying 
their learning with students in a clinical setting. 
The strength of this approach would be to move 
participants towards the immediate application of 
the training as CFG Coaches to adopt an inquiry 
stance, design learning, implement it, and study its 
effects on students within the context of a CFG. We 
often wondered if such a seamless integration of 
inquiry into the work of a CFG in the real world of 
schools was possible. 
Well, last summer, the 
Miami-Dade Summer 
Demonstration 
School Project (SDSP) 
provided us the 
opportunity we had 
been waiting for.

Implemented at 
six school sites dur-
ing the summer of 
2006, the project 
aimed to improve summer school opportunities for 
students by creating instructional settings that pro-
vided high-quality learning experiences through the 
implementation of best practices in teaching. Four 
common design elements formed the foundation for 
teaching and learning at each of the six SDSP sites: 
quality instructional programs, responsive teaching, 
global citizenship, and student development. We 
believed that each of these elements could be most 
effectively addressed within the context of a high-
functioning learning community and we jumped on 
the opportunity to prove it by putting our work to 
the test.

Each of the six SDSP sites was assigned an 
experienced NSRF coach responsible for facilitating 
daily team sessions—teachers taught for half a day 
and came together as a learning community during 
the second half of the day. The program enabled us 
to adopt an inquiry stance about our own work and 
led us to explore what would happen if students 
were taught by a group of teachers who were part 
of a learning community that met regularly to read 
and discuss relevant articles, design instruction, 
and collaboratively examine their practice and the 
student work resulting from their assignments. One 
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of the questions we explored was: Will having an 
inquiry focus make a difference in how teachers 
approach instruction? If so, what impact will that 
have on student learning?

From the beginning, inquiry and data collec-
tion were embedded 

as part of the profes-
sional development 
expectations for all 
participants—teachers, 
site learning community 
facilitators, and district 
support facilitators. 
During the On-Boarding 
sessions held at a local 
university, participants 
documented their learn-

ing by writing daily ses-
sion reflections. These reflections were reviewed, 
shared, and discussed at the learning community 
facilitator debrief session, held at the conclusion 
of each day. These reflections provided valuable 
information about the experiences, concerns, and 
needs of participants in their seminar groups (SDSP 
site teams), which led to ongoing adaptation of the 
agendas to better serve the group’s needs. 

The On-Boarding experience began with a 
focus on understanding the twenty-first century 
learner as a springboard for reflection and thinking 
about the kind of teaching and learning experi-
ences that would be necessary to fully engage 
every student in powerful learning. This activity was 
done with the entire group of teachers before they 
received their assignments to the specific SDSP site 
teams. Participants read several articles describ-
ing twenty-first century learners and discussed 
them in small groups using the Three Levels of Text 
Protocol. Working in groups, they then constructed 
their own graphic representation of the students they 
would expect to teach. The entire group then exam-
ined each other’s creations by engaging in a gallery 
walk. The activity concluded with reflective dialogue 
prompted by the following questions: How would 
the characteristics of the twenty-first century learner 
add to the complexity of addressing the needs of 
these students? How might working as a learning 
community enable us to meet the needs of all stu-
dents?

This activity set the tone for the kind of 
professional development that would follow. It 
focused attention 
on students and 
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(continued from page 6)

of our culture and difference from the mainstream 
society. Our parents unquestioningly came to the 
Christmas programs where we sang carols, includ-
ing the German “O Tannenbaum,” in those years 
not long after WWII, where some of the parents had 
survived German Concentration Camps. 

In my family, if I squinted, I could almost imag-
ine us as Dick, Jane and Sally, which gave me great 
satisfaction on top of the uneasiness that no matter 
how close we might come, we could never really 
match that American picture. We internalized the 
dominant view of our difference as partially shame-
ful. We were very verbal people and yet something 
deep within us was silenced.

Maybe I’m overly 
sensitive about uniforms 
and hallway passes 
because of how stifled, 
controlled and bored I 
felt in school and how 
hard I took it when I got 
in trouble for noncom-
pliance. School for me, 
to borrow the words of 
a colleague, was soul-
crushing. I hear the opin-
ions that what appear to 
me as harsh words and 
heartless authority might 
not appear that way to 
all kids. But I can’t help 
it. I feel an unbearable tug to act every time I sense 
anyone is silenced. So for me the question is not 
about whether to act but about how.

When I am told that many of the rules in a high 
poverty school are in place in response to what 
the kids expect because of what they are used to 
in their home cultures, I need to ask someone how 
they know about these students’ home cultures. I 
also want to ask why so many kids are in trouble all 
the time for infractions of these rules. I want to say, 
“It looks like you’re picking and choosing what to 
lift and what to omit from your students’ home cul-
ture, do you know enough to determine if you are 
picking and choosing what matters?” 

Underlying these questions is my assumption 
that there are pieces in every culture that outsiders 
are not able to see, such as qualities of relationship, 
social and historical context, intonation, and so on, 
that make different customs and rules work. When I 
hear the generalizations about kids from particular 
races, cultures, socioeconomics, even regions of the 

country, my instinct is to hold those assumptions as 
context to be filled in by the real people, and have 
them confirmed…or not. 

I am exploring opportunities for interactions 
to help myself and everyone I work with really 
see and hear each other within the constraints of 
day-to-day school life. We don’t have time to wait 
for in-service days or retreats to get started. Since 
it is only when we infuse this work into who we 
are and all we do that things will change for kids, I 
think we need to just do it. I need to just do it. If I 
question systems and practice or offer my opinion 
with a genuine desire to learn more about another 
person and about the experiences that have led to 

that person’s practice, I hope 
I can convey a spirit of real 
dialogue. I rely on disposi-
tions and habits established 
and reinforced through CFG 
experiences, especially in using 
protocols for Constructivist 
Listening, Making Meaning, 
and Descriptive Review. I am 
working on a hunch that when 
I speak my truth, really listen 
to the responses and explicitly 
hold clear guidelines for main-
taining safety, we can become 
actual allies. Not just teachers 
and me but all of us – staff, stu-
dents and parents. 

I am not finding it easy. A principal at a school 
where I’m working said his bottom line is, “We 
have to take care of our kids at all costs.” In a 
conversation with a couple of African-American 
parents, we shared a fear for our sons in the face 
of racism and anti-Semitism – and an uncertainty 
as to whether we should tell them the potential 
dangers they face so they would know how to pro-
tect themselves, or let them live unknowing and 
unafraid. And hope for the best.

If history is any indication, hoping for the best, 
being silent, is probably a risky way to go. And 
so, I am relieved to share in the drive to live our 
mission at NSRF – for the dissonance we create, 
for the urgency to rethink instructional practices, 
increase awareness of assumptions and develop 
tools to listen without defensiveness. And perhaps, 
sometimes, with women like Molly Ivins for inspi-
ration, we do need to leap onto tables and yell. 

Marjorie Larner can be reached 
at larnerm@earthlink.net (continued on page 19) 

In my family, if I squinted 
my eyes, I could almost 
imagine us as Dick, Jane and 
Sally, which gave me great 
satisfaction on top of the 
uneasiness that no matter 
how close we might come, 
we could never really match 
that American picture. 
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In This Issue
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

Our face-to-face time has become increasingly 
rare, but in these pages our colleagues invite us 
into their learning communities, conversations 

and lives. We invite you to read and respond to these 
reflective pieces, either privately to the authors, or pub-
licly on our coaches’ listserv or the website. (See more 
about this below.)

 In this issue’s Director’s Report, Steven Strull invites 
us to think together about the moves we need to make 
to grow and sustain NSRF as a membership organiza-
tion. Pete Bermudez and Linda Emm from Florida share 
one way that inquiry and daily CFGs can be imagined 
and realized in their story of a district-based summer 
initiative. Marjorie Larner of Colorado shares her sense 
of urgency and her hesitation as she works to interrupt 
inequities as they happen in the schools she visits. In 
Students at the Center, Greg Peters shares his peer obser-
vation in the form of a letter from a student he observed, 
along with the teacher’s response to the feedback in 
her letter to the student. In Ask Mr. Reyes, I share a 
snapshot of the power of the principal, and principal 
collaboration, across our district and state lines from 
two Philadelphia principals. Kevin Horton, from Illinois, 
shares the story of his journey as a school transformation 
coach, tracing his path from classroom teacher to CFG 
coach to aspiring administrator in our Living History 
interview. 

Protocols in Practice by Dave Lehman, New York, 
and the review of resources dealing with sexual orienta-
tion by Sarah Childers and Afriyie Daniels, from Indiana, 
turn our focus to the question of equity and sexual orien-
tation in our schools. 

Finally, we have a roundup of this year’s Winter 
Meeting in Seattle along with an insider’s view of this 
year’s Second Annual Research Forum from Donna Reid, 
of Texas. Donna closes her reflection with a hopeful 
challenge that we will all make our inquiry and research 
public in the coming year.

On the web…
• Let us know if you’ve tried the protocol offered in 

Protocols in Practice and any adaptations, questions 
or lessons you learned in the process.

• Try using Greg’s strategy of giving feedback from 
a student’s point of view as you engage in self and 
peer observation, or better yet, ask your students 
to write you letters with their feedback. Share your 
learning online or in an upcoming article.

• Send your feedback about Connections and the 
kinds of coverage you need in your work to the edi-
tors at nsrf@nsrfharmony.org.

Debbie Bambino can be reached at 
dbambino@earthlink.net

Inquiry Focus Puts Students at the Center
(continued from page 3)

encouraged teachers to think about curriculum as a 
means to engage all students in powerful, relevant, 
and authentic learning. This initial phase of the On-
Boarding helped to develop an integrated approach 
that touched on each of the major design elements 
of the SDSP—quality instructional programs, 
responsive teaching, global citizenship, and student 
development. Perhaps more importantly, it helped 
teachers anchor their conversations around the 
students they would expect to be teaching and not 
those they wish would show up. 

Building on this attempt to put students at 
the center of their work, each team developed an 
inquiry focus that would help them study the effect 
of their instructional approaches on students and 
document their learning.

The image below shows how one of the teams 
began to articulate the question they wanted their 
students to explore: “How do I fit into and play 
an active role in my community, the world, and 
beyond?” They generated specific, teacher-created 
markers that served to both design instructional 
activities and document student progress over time. 

 Facilitated by a district science supervisor who 
is also a trained CFG coach, the work proved excit-
ing, generative, and empowering for the members 
of this team. The initial focus on inquiry created a 
sense of ownership and collective responsibility for 
teaching and learning that was visible throughout 
the rest of the six weeks in every SDSP school site.

We were determined that this Summer 
Demonstration School Project become a learning 
experience for all of us, to inform our future work 
with embedding inquiry into the CFG process. We 
became data obsessed. Data collection within and 
across sites included:

• Observation/field - notes;
• Critical Incident Reports;

• Student and teacher artifacts;
• Reflection on lessons and responses from  

  students;
• Discussions with peers about daily 
 activities and outcomes;
• Focus groups;
• Learning community session reflections;
• Teacher journals; and
• Photographs and video.
As we began to examine the data, we noted 

patterns related to the four major design elements of 
the program as well as to our wonderings about the 
ways the program would affect teachers, coaches, 
and students. Initial site visits focused on captur-
ing evidence of how participants had adjusted from 
the On-Boarding phase which had mostly focused 
on building a learning community, developing an 
understanding of the curriculum models that would 
be implemented at each site, and developing site-
specific inquiry focus, as well as logistics, planning, 
and preparation to receive students.

Participants reported that having done the col-
laborative work to develop the inquiry questions that 
would guide their instructional choices for the sum-
mer gave them a focus they had not experienced in 
their work before. Planning cross-curricular projects 
and events became easy because the theme gave 
them a way to connect their individual content 
areas to the bigger picture. Students reported being 
engaged and energized by the process.

The best way to sum up the experience came 
from a fourth grader. When asked by the vid-
eographer about his experience in the Summer 
Demonstration School Project he said, “This is way 
better than real school.” Asked to explain further he 
said, “In real school – if you want to tie a knot, they 
make you read a book and you still don’t know how 
to tie a knot. Here we get to do the real thing.”

Teachers reported feeling the same way. Because 
the inquiry focus was their choice, and the collab-
orative work they did was driven by their own needs 
and wonderings, the experience was powerful for 
them. As one veteran teacher says in her exit inter-
view, “I’ve waited thirty years for this”.

We have a lot more to learn and think about, 
but we are feeling that our initial sense that inquiry 
work and CFG work are a natural match has been 
enhanced by this experience. 

Pete Bermudez can be reached at 
pbermudez@dadeschools.com, and Linda Emm 

may be reached at lemm@msn.com
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