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Courageous Conversations About Race:
A Field Guide for Achieving Equity in Schools
Book Review by Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

Glenn E. Singleton 
and Curtis Linton 
design transforma-

tive professional develop-
ment for school districts. 
Singleton is African-
American and Linton is 
white. These two leaders 
have formed a working 
alliance and friendship 
based on their mutual 
passion for having coura-
geous conversations about 
race in order to address 
its impact in our schools 
today. They frame their 
book as a personal/pro-
fessional inquiry that is 
guided by the following 
essential questions:

• What is it that educa-
tors should know and 
be able to do to narrow 
the racial achievement gap?

• How will educators know when they are expe-
riencing success in their efforts to narrow the 
racial achievement gap? And…

• What do they do as they discover what they 
don’t yet know and are not yet able to do to 
eliminate the racial achievement gap?

It is the third question that has preoccupied my 
thinking since I read the announcement for this new 
book a few weeks ago. It has set me to wonder-
ing about my responsibility as a white educator to 
break with not knowing, to interrupt the “ignorance 
is bliss” syndrome that allows me to check in and 
out of being aware about racist inequities in our 
schools and society. It means I have to seek out and 
hold spaces for the “courageous conversations” that 
these authors define as a conversation that:

• engages those who won’t talk,
• sustains the conversation when it gets uncom-

fortable and
• deepens it to the point where the talk is linked 

to authentic changes in practice 
(Singleton & Linton 2006)

The authors then go on to outline four norms or 
agreements and six conditions for courageous con-
versations that act as a protocol of sorts to help 
guide this necessarily uncomfortable journey of 
racial discovery. They present the process of total 
engagement in these conversations about race as a 

compass that embraces the components 
of emotional (feeling), moral (believ-
ing), intellectual (thinking) and social 
(doing) as equivalent parts of a founda-
tional whole. The compass graphic is 
then revisited by participants as part of 
an ongoing self-reflective process that 
encourages self-monitoring and full 
participation by each member.

The book also offers specific strate-
gies and activities that groups, such as 
CFGs, can use to breathe new life into 
their commitment to hold themselves 
in the risk zone where real change and 
growth can occur. Prompts in the book 
set the stage for provocative, Discourse 
II conversations that go beyond admir-
ing the problem and can lead to viable 
changes in our practice with our stu-
dents. 

I haven’t finished reading this book, 
it just arrived yesterday in the mail, 

but I know in a way that touches all the 
points of the compass the authors describe that 
this is going to be a critical resource for me in this 
next period. Lately, I’ve felt overwhelmed by recent 
developments like the murder of Sean Bell by the 
police in New York and the profiling and violent 
arrest of the Iranian student by campus police at 
UCLA. This book has already helped me to proac-
tively own what I don’t know as a white educator 
in a way that empowers me to step up as an ally 
and an advocate. Cornel West describes what I’ve 
been feeling lately as being “ … trapped in the 
narrow framework of the dominant liberal and 
conservative views of race in America, which with 
its worn-out vocabulary leaves us intellectually 
debilitated, morally disempowered, and personally 
depressed…(West 2001). I don’t do disempowered 
well and I welcome this book and its strategies as a 
much-needed support in my efforts to hold myself 
accountable for the interruption of educational 
inequities and the creation of equitable opportuni-
ties for each student. 

If you purchase this book and are interested in 
developing an ongoing online conversation about 
the way you are using it, e-mail nsrf@nsrfharmony.
org. We can start our online chat in January.

Contact Debbie Bambino at 
dbambino@earthlink.net

<

NSRF’s Living History is a series of interviews with 
members about our past, our present and our 
hopes for the future. In this issue we hear from 
Tanisha Davis Doss, a coach/national facilita-
tor from the Seattle Center of Activity and CES 
Northwest, and Kim Feicke, a coach/national facili-
tator from the Oregon Center of Activity. Here are 
the highlights of their conversation with Debbie 
Bambino. 

How would you describe your goals and 
your work to our readers?

Tanisha: I entered education to advo-
cate for homeless and at-risk students. My passion 
for social justice and equity drove my decision to 
step up as an educa-
tional leader because 
the students I advocate 
for are failing terribly 
in our educational 
institutions.

Kim: Wow, that’s a 
big question! My goals 
in life are continu-
ous personal growth 
and achieving social 
justice, which for me 
revolve around doing 
what it takes to inter-
rupt and transform the institutional oppression 
that is built into both our school system and our 
larger society.

How did you get involved with NSRF and how 
are your goals aligned with our mission?

Tanisha: In 2000 I was involved in a princi-
pal internship program and my placement was 
the Madison Middle School. My supervising prin-
cipal was Jill Hudson and she invited me to attend 
a summer CFG training. After my CFG training, I 
was involved in coaching at the middle school and 
following my internship, I began facilitating for CES 
Northwest. Eventually, I began to facilitate nation-
ally for NSRF.

Kim: I attended an introduction to CFGs that 
Steven Strull organized while I was in Chicage 
in 1998 or 1999, but it wasn’t until I moved to 
Oregon that I really got involved as a coach. Carrie 
Brenna facilitated a coaching seminar at Southridge 
High in Beaverton and I became an external 
coach at the school. Later, through our practice in 
Beaverton, Amy Schuff and I realized that we need-

ed ongoing support for our coaching work and we 
established the Oregon Center of Activity.

 The NSRF mission statement said to me, 
“here’s a group of people with similar goals, let’s 
figure out how to do this.” I know a lot of work 
went into crafting the mission statement and as 
part of the next generation of the organization, I 
see it as my/our responsibility to figure out how 
we can actually implement it so it’s not just words 
on paper. I’ve seen too many schools with mission 
statements that are crafted and never looked at 
again. I want to figure out how to use our mission 
to challenge and hold ourselves accountable for 
the work that needs to be done for kids.

 In my work as a school coach and NSRF facil-
itator, this translates into finding whatever avenue 
I can to deepen awareness and a sense of urgen-
cy around breaking down our individual biases 
so we can figure out how to work collectively 
toward equitable student outcomes, regardless of 
a student’s race, class, gender or culture.

How has your involvement in NSRF supported 
your efforts in support of marginalized students?

Kim: My work with NSRF has given me 
valuable tools and 
skills for collaborat-
ing with others to 
improve our practice, 
and I’m beginning to 
learn how to better 
use them in order to 
address the gaps in 
who succeeds, who 
doesn’t, and what 
I need to do about 
it. It’s been a jour-
ney for me to get to 

this place. I had to use the tools for several years 
before coming to the conclusion that it’s possible, 
and even common, for people to use collaborative 
tools and practices without disrupting the status 
quo. I was getting feedback and improving my 
practice, but I wasn’t translating those changes into 
an impact for marginalized students, and the folks I 
was training were doing the same.

Tanisha: Through NSRF, I have established rela-
tionships with other educators who share my pas-
sion. I have also established strong alliances across 
difference through the 
CFEE (Coaching for 
Educational Equity) 
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