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Brookline’s Equity Project, we step back and consider the courage required to undertake this effort.
First of all, it takes courage for a school system
like Brookline’s to publicly acknowledge this glaring area of weakness. We continue to collect data
that reflects a sizable racial achievement gap. For
example, nearly 400 points separate the average
SAT scores of Brookline’s white students from those
of our black and Latino students. The results on
other standardized measures, like the MCAS, reveal
similar gaps.
It is also courageous to state that we will take
on this achievement gap and, over time, change
the results in our schools. The title of our effort is:
Brookline’s Equity Project – Taking Action, Getting
Results. Our challenge this year is to continue to
move from a study of the problems causing the
achievement gap to an action-driven approach. Last
year, we formed equity teams at each school so
that we could help ensure that the kinds of changes we need to make will reach the classrooms.
Courageous conversations about race and the sharing of best practices are only effective if they con-

Bumper Sticker Activity
In the best tradition of political campaigns,
I invite you to take a few minutes now to
develop a slogan for a bumper sticker to represent your commitment to this effort.
• How can we expect equity when we don’t
live in an equitable world?
• Keep Pace, Respect Race.
• Understanding Individuals.
• I’m the Solution.
• Equity = Commitment + Discomfort =>
Change
• Every child can succeed. Every child deserves
the chance!
• Go the distance… Equity for ALL!
• Success for all… not for most.
• Equity Equals Excellence.
• Fairness means you get what you need.
• Equality in the Classroom
• Equal Educational Access
• Change is good
• Coexist
• Affirm identity - Build community - Create
leaders
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nect with individual teachers and their students.
Do we have the guts and the fortitude it will
take to challenge our own practices and to change
the way we do things? Do we have the political
will to take on the challenges of this effort in the
face of the resistance we will encounter? In the
movie An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore reminds
us that political will is a renewable resource; we
will need to tap into this resource to develop the
momentum required to create sustainable change.
Dr. James A. Williams, Superintendent of
Schools in Buffalo, New York, suggests that we
must ask four essential questions to help us close
the gap:
1) What do students need to know and be able to
do? That will guide our instruction.
2) How do we know when they have learned it?
That will guide our assessment.
3) What will we do when they have not learned
it? That will determine whether we interrupt
business as usual to help us close the gap or
whether we continue to accept the results we
have now.
4) What will we do when they already know it?
That is our call for appropriate differentiation
that is so crucial to sustaining support for this
effort.
If this were an easy task, teachers in schools like
ours would have solved it long ago. Only if we are
willing to face down a deeply entrenched problem
and go at it with the resources and the persistence
it requires will we get different results than we have
been able to get in the past.
The challenges that face us today as educators
do not lend themselves to quick fixes or isolated
workshops. They require us to deepen our understanding as we develop new ways to build upon
and expand the successes of the past. Whether
we are working on closing the achievement gap,
reaching out to include children who are on the
autism spectrum, ensuring a safe and respectful
learning environment for all of our students, or
using the tools of technology to improve instruction
and learning, we need to be willing to learn from
each other in order to grow and to improve our
practice.
We will continue to open our doors to all students, and we will continue to support the staff in
acquiring the skills needed to teach all children
effectively. We will work hard to ensure that we all
have the training and resources necessary to do our
jobs well.
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any of us understand the power of collaboration and reflective practice within
Critical Friends Groups. However, we
need to ask ourselves the question, do teachers
informally create networks to support their teaching?
Teaching is a characteristically lonely vocation,
offering the practitioner only limited opportunities for adult-to-adult interaction in the course of
the average workday. Once the classroom door is
closed at the start of the day, each teacher becomes
separated from the rest of the school, a characteristic which has created an isolationist and alienating culture (Little, 1990; Rogers & Babinski, 2002)
endemic to the teaching
profession (Court, 1999).
The individualistic nature
of our educational system
(Hargreaves, 1980) and the
rigidity of the academic
structure and schedule
(Court, 1999) hinder teacher
interaction during the workday. Moreover, current educational reforms and new
curricula have added to the teacher workload,
leaving even less time for professional interaction
on a daily basis.
I decided to explore this idea of informal support networks in an ethnography that I conducted
for the last two years in an inner city K-8 school.
I wanted to explore if, where, and how teachers informally support each others’ teaching. The
teachers at John E. Farmer School were interviewed about their social relationships, observed
during their lunch periods, and completed a survey.
Although the objective of this project was to look
at social interactions, an interesting picture of how
teachers design safe congregational spaces started
to emerge.
At Farmer School, the lunch hour is the only
consistent time in the day when the teachers can
connect with other adults. Many teachers discussed during their interview how lunch-time was
important because it helped to alleviate the isolation of the teaching profession. What became an
important basis for informal interactions between
teachers was the space where the interactions took
place.
Contractually, every school in the district is

required to provide a formal space for teachers to
interact (i.e. the teachers’ lounge). At many schools
in the district, lack of space is a constant issue.
Farmer School is no exception, as it is a school
built for a capacity of 500 students, but actually holds 900. Due to this overcrowding, Farmer
School combined its teachers’ lounge and Home
and School Office at the start of the 2005-2006
school year. The Home and School Office is run by
volunteer parents. As a result, many of the teachers indicated that they no longer view this space
as a place for teachers to informally interact and
to have open and honest conversations about their
practice. For example, Cindy, a thirty-year veteran
teacher, has been working at Farmer
for twenty years. In an interview, she
indicated her feelings about a teachers’ lounge filled with volunteer parents.
“To speak for myself, it’s not that
I don’t want to socialize with the
extra staff members who are not professional teachers, it’s not a snobby
issue, but I don’t want to chill out, I
don’t want parents looking at me like,
oh look, she’s never working . . . I like those people and everything and I do schmooze with them
when I see them in the hallway, but to do it all the
time, you know, to kick back and relax all the time
in one specific space, I never really want it to look
like I’m never working.”
Cindy’s feelings reflected that of other teachers
as well, that the new designated teachers’ lounge
is actually a space for parents. Thus, it is not a
space conducive to relaxing. Two new teachers did
not even know that there was a teachers’ lounge.
Consequently, teachers rarely used the space for
informal interaction. Throughout the observations,
I never once witnessed teachers using the space to
socialize. If teachers entered the space, it was to
make photocopies on the available machine.
This view of teachers and parents together
brings up interesting questions. What does it mean
that teachers feel they cannot relax around parents?
The teachers and the parents are at the school with
the same objective of supporting the students, but
the teachers seem to fear being misunderstood
around the parents. What would happen if the
teachers were misunderstood? Would their abilities
as a teacher be questioned? Laura, a twenty-twoyear teacher veteran
who has been at the
(continued on page 14)

What does it mean
that teachers feel
they cannot relax
around parents?

 The name of the school and any people are all pseudonyms to
protect the anonymity of the participants.
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school for the last twelve years, explains her fears
as to why she chooses not to use the new lounge.
“Personally, I don’t use the teachers’ lounge,
but my opinion is negative because I find that at
lunch I just want to talk about children. If I had a
really bad day with the child I’d feel better if I could
just say, you know, so-and-so drove me crazy today
or didn’t do any work, and I don’t feel comfortable
saying that because
there are parents in
there because it’s the
Home and School
Room. You don’t
know who’s going
to carry that, that’s
confidential. If I say
that in front of other
teachers, that’s not
going back to that
child, I would hope.
But if you say that,
you’re never sure
who’s there and it
may not be their parent but they could be
friends with . . . it’s
an uncomfortable situation so I would not use it,
even, and I love the Home and School folks, nothing against them, but it’s just not, I don’t feel comfortable because we [teachers] do talk about kids.”
Again, Laura discusses how teachers venting
frustrations or getting other ideas with fellow teachers can be misunderstood by the parents. The fear of
generating gossip is a risk she is not willing to take.
Yet, she explains her trust that other teachers will
not share the information exchanged. Why are the
teachers more trusted than the parents? Is it because
they can sympathize and understand the practice?
Laura is not the only teacher in the school with
these concerns about conversation. One group of
kindergarten-to-second-grade teachers had eaten in
the previous teachers’ lounge. After the combined
lounge was set up, they tried for a couple of weeks
to eat in there. Sandy, one of the kindergarten
teachers, explained at length in an interview that
because there were so many parents and students
coming in to buy pretzels or candy, that it was just
not a space for their lunch-time conversations.
Since the change of space for the teachers’
lounge occurred, the teachers have created alternative congregational spaces for interactions and
discussions about practice. Empty classrooms,
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offices, or the library are now used during lunch
hours. Teachers have purchased small refrigerators
and microwaves for several of the classrooms, in
order to use those spaces for social lunch-time.
Each of the three floors in the school now has a
“teacher-made” congregational space. Some teachers even refer to their classroom lunchtime space
as the teachers’ lounge. Teachers separated into
the different congregational
spaces based on teaching
level, teaching experience,
and the actual age of the
teacher.
Reflecting back on my
ethnography and my own
teaching experience, I find
myself sympathizing with
the teachers. I, too, do
not think that I would find
myself comfortable talking about my practice or
students around parents.
I remember that when a
parent or student would
walk into our lunch-time,
the conversation would
shut down. My observations and experience make
me ask: what is really at the root of our fear and
<
mistrust?
Lynnette Mawhinney can be contacted at
lmawhinney@temple.edu
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domination and the beliefs and practices that
have a T-shirt from a Coalition of Essential
Schools Fall Forum. On it is the question: What
dominate. If educators around the country were to
engage poor teens and teens of color in academic
is Essential? This is a question asked by a number of people. I believe that in our urban high
work that helps each student achieve a critical
consciousness of the reality in their lives, then
school classrooms, what is essential is not being
addressed, questioned or taught. We ask the wrong
we would have less of a challenge engaging students in learning. I put forth that our urban youth,
questions. We ask how we can close the achievement gap. We ask how can we get reluctant high
through the messages on the streets, through messages in their music, and through the realities of
school students to read or, at the very least, we ask
how can we get the reluctant learners engaged in
their young lives, have a BS meter that tells them
learning. The real question is: what does each high
that what we are offering them in the four walls
school student in America need to know and be
of most of our so-called educational institutions
able to do to live in a racially and economically
is not worth their attention. The challenge for us
divided global society? We need as educators to
is to flip the script. Instead of begging and skillin’
focus the learning of poor teens and teens of color
and drillin’ them to death, let’s engage in open and
on the dynamics of the realities of their lives. We
honest conversation. Start by telling and explaining
need to be critical friends who engage in critical
to our students that the state tests, the SAT and the
pedagogy with our urban, and I would venture,
ACT are constructed so that they are unlikely to do
suburban youth.
well. Their challenge, should they undertake it, is
At this stage in my journey as an educator,
to beat the odds and, with your help, achieve the
facilitator, school coach, and technical assistance
markers of success set forth by the dominant culprovider, I work in a variety of contexts. My most
ture in the game of education. But first they have
rewarding work is working and interacting with
to want to take on the challenge.
high school students from around the country.
Caring is not enough to help urban high
Whether I am working with or interacting with
school students beat the odds. Beyond caring, our
Matt Brown, a student at The High School for the
challenge as educators is to be conscious adults
Recording Arts in St. Paul,
who can analyze our
Minnesota, or Jermina,
own belief systems and
The question is not “how do
Ashley or Batelle, stuassumptions and think
dents at CEO Leadership
we close the achievement gap.” critically about the purAcademy in Milwaukee,
pose of education in a
Underlying that question is the
there are consistent pracdemocratic society. Once
tices that engage each of
we have gotten a clear
assumption that if urban kids
these students in critical
picture of the realities
scored at or above the scores of of public education in
and crucial ways. The
educators who engage,
white suburban kids, everything America, our job is then
teach, transform, support
to help each student think
would be all right.
and help to develop these
and look critically at their
students and students like
lives and begin to craft
them engage in critical pedagogy. It is by undertheir personal agenda on how each is going to
standing critical pedagogy; it is by developing a
define excellence, use their education to further
critical pedagogy stance as an educator; and it is
their own development as individuals, and how
through the consistent application and practice of
each is going to use the knowledge, will and skills
critical pedagogy both in and outside a classroom
to strengthen his or her community. The question
setting that an educator or any conscious adult is
is not “how do we close the achievement gap.”
able to build bridges across generational difference,
Underlying that question is the assumption that if
across gender difference, across differences in life
urban kids scored at or above the scores of white
experiences to transform the lives of marginalized,
suburban kids, everything would be all right. The
disengaged high school students.
question is, how do I build a relationship with
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, defines
each individual poor and historically oppressed
critical pedagogy as a teaching approach which
teen so that he or she
attempts to help students question and challenge
gives me permission to
(continued on page 17)
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