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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
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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) 

NSRF’s Living History
Interview with Kim Feicke and Tanisha Davis Doss
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

Debbie Bambino and Kim Feicke

Tanisha Davis Doss 
and Julie McCann

(continued on page 18)
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I must think that this book shows many parallels 
between the work of Critical Friends Groups 
and the Carnegie Academy for the Scholarship 

of Teaching and Learning (CASTL) because of the 
tremendous amount of post-it notes and underlining 
that was evident when I finished reading. Even after 
rereading to pull out significant quotes, I felt myself 
saying yes that is true and fits perfectly into what I 
am doing.

The book opens with a forward by Lee 
Shulman. He describes the work of CASTL as fol-
lows: “The scholarship of teaching and learning … 
views teaching as serious, intellectual work, ask 
good questions about their stu-
dents’ learning, seek evidence 
in their classrooms that can be 
used to improve practice, and 
make this work public so that 
others can critique it, build on 
it, and contribute to the wider 
teaching commons” (p. ix). He 
points out the need for making 
the work public, which is often 
the missed step or a step not 
included in past CFG work. I 
recognize there is a very fine 
line between making work 
public and breaking the trust of 
the CFG, and this could be part 
of the reason for the lack of 
substantial literature about the 
work of CFGs. But as I reflect 
back, I wonder about the paths 
the work of the critical friends 
traveled. As a first-year coach, 
I went to a portfolio evaluation 
of the work of second-year coaches in Pawling, 
N.Y. There, experienced coaches were required, as 
part of the process, to document evidence through 
portfolio-making and to publicly defend the work of 
their CFG. I am wondering now whether the drop-
ping of this component of the work seven years ago 
has contributed to the lack of current longitudinal 
evidence to substantiate the powerful work that has 
been happening in CFGs over the past ten years.

Hatch, in introducing the work of CASTL, 
points out that “few reform efforts reach directly 
into the classroom to look carefully at what teach-
ers do” (p. 3). The work of the National School 
Reform Faculty and the Houston A+ Challenge 
(formerly Houston Annenberg Challenge) tried, and 
I think were very successful in, reaching into the 

Into the Classroom: 
Developing the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
Book Review by Michaelann Kelley, Texas

classrooms to the teachers and the students. There 
is powerful anecdotal information on the impact 
the CFG work has had in schools. This journal’s 
archive contains story after story about the positive 
impact of our collaborative, reflective work. The 
question is to what end. As a group of teachers and 
inquirers, we need to create the needed research 
and produce the literature of our own work. 

Hatch illuminates some of the pitfalls of teach-
ers doing research, “the fact that the demands of 
teaching must take precedence over the demands 
of research makes it particularly difficult for teach-
ers to maintain a focus on a particular issue or 

question. For teachers, the 
object of study is like a mov-
ing target that refuses to stay 
still long enough to get a 
careful look…” (p. 18). Hatch 
continues throughout the 
work describing the successes 
and challenges that faced the 
teachers participating in the 
program. The book brings the 
teachers to life, using their 
writings, until their voices are 
heard loud and clear.

The conclusions that 
Hatch presents are on target 
and speak to the trials that 
I go through in maintaining 
my own work with CFGs. He 
states in one conclusion, “the 
current working conditions for 
teachers fail to provide ade-
quate time and rewards for the 
careful examination of teach-

ing and learning, but they also underscore how 
much can be done even under adverse conditions.” 
He continued, “what might be possible if we had 
a system of education that … embraced the idea 
that teachers’ expertise can be a critical resource 
in reshaping classroom practice and improving 
schools” (p. 101).

I recommend this book to anyone in a CFG, 
working to develop CFGs, or interested in changing 
teaching and learning systems for the good of our 
students.

Michaelann Kelley can be contacted 
at kelley34@yahoo.com
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NSRF’s Living History...
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work. These relationships and alliances provide me 
with the support I need to maintain the strength to 
continue this work.

Tanisha, you mentioned CFEE and I know Kim is 
involved in that work as well. How is CFEE the 
same as or different from your work as facilitators 
of new coaches’ seminars?

Tanisha: CFEE provides the tools, definitions, 
and support needed to lead for educational equity. 
Personally, I see this as differing from coaches’ sem-
inars because it creates the space for the emotional, 
realistic and appropriate “self-work” needed to lead 
for educational equity. 

When I am facilitating a traditional CFG 
Coaches Seminar, as opposed to a seminar focused 
on equity, I do not always have the support I need 
from my co-facilitators to be able to speak my truth. 
When I am involved in CFEE work, I know that my 
truth, and the truth of the participants, is needed 
and supported by my colleagues. In traditional 
seminars, I have been asked to lead the “equity 
day,”or the “equity exercise.” With CFEE, I know 
that equity is at the center of our work, and that 
we are ALL responsible for it; it’s no longer the 
special responsibility of colleagues of color.

Kim: For me the difference between a CFEE 
and a CFG seminar lies in its primary goal. Very 
briefly, a CFG seminar gives you the skills and 
tools to run a CFG– with all that entails. The goal 
of a CFEE seminar is to come out prepared with 
tools and the disposition to use them to challenge, 
interrupt and transform the status quo. CFEE uses 
some CFG processes, but also many others. I have 
come out of CFEE with a heightened awareness 
of my privilege as a white woman and a deeper 
understanding of where I need to take my facilita-
tion in order to challenge and support others in this 
journey. I’ve gained a new understanding of what 
it means to work across difference with colleagues 
who look and think differently from me.

As NSRF continues to evolve and grow, what are 
your greatest hopes and fears for our work?

Tanisha: I hope that we continue to grow by 
cultivating increasing numbers of thoughtful, criti-
cally thinking educators. I fear that as we move 
forward with the CFEE work, we may become more 
divided into two groups: those of us who see CFEE 
as an intricate, essential piece of all CFG work, and 
those who see it as a separate entity that we should 
be able to “choose” if and when we incorporate it 

into our curricula and work.
Kim: My greatest fear for NSRF is that we will 

allow ourselves to be immobilized by the discom-
fort that comes with unpacking and addressing 
our own biases and assumptions around equity 
work, and that this will block our ability to hold 
ourselves accountable for moving forward in our 
work.

 My greatest hope is that as an organization, 
we will be able to develop the processes we need 
to engage in dialogue and reflection to strategize 
where we are in our mission and what our next 
steps are so that we can have a decisive impact 
on the enormous gap that exists between who 
achieves and who does not.

Tanisha Davis Doss may be contacted 
at tanishad@rdcc.org and Kim Feicke may be 

contacted at feicke@clark.edu

wonder what respect looks like in the eyes of 
our students – especially those students whose 
lives are defined by race and authority and 
family and the street.

Melinda attended school through her senior year 
but did not graduate. Her relationship with me 
through that time continued to be “cold and yet 
soft.”  

I recently ran into Melinda – three years later 
– while walking downtown; she gave me a big 
hug and proudly proclaimed that she had earned 
her diploma and was working for social justice 
at AmeriCorps. She said she’d stop by to see me 
soon. I still find myself questioning the inequity 
embedded in the ways we define respect. 

I look forward to exploring my questions with 
Melinda in the struggle for equity. I still have much 
to learn from her.

Greg Peters may be contacted 
at gpeter@sfcess.org

Students at the Center...
(continued from page 11)
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