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tion for at least 
the next decade, 
while issues of 
learning and 
teaching were 
left to the side-
lines or became 
decidedly too 
complex to deal 
with in earnest. 
It’s almost been 
a safety valve for 
the status quo 
to keep arguing 
over structure 
and form, leaving 

function and outcome for later or for someone 
else while poor kids and kids of color continue to 
struggle.

But in those early days – when it was just 
an idea – the conversation was that size was the 
metaphor for knowing children well, for attend-
ing to their needs and interests as individuals, 
and for understanding and taking action implic-
itly and explicitly that equity, of both input and 
outcome, was a priori for student achievement to 
increase substantively and meaningfully, for each 
child. The language that I eventually adopted 
and still use is that schools ought to be places 
where each child is known and valued by a car-
ing adult advocate who takes responsibility and 
accepts accountability for that child’s educative 
outcomes.

Since that time we have gone through “Goals 
2000” (remember that?) and are smack dab in the 
middle of “No Child Left Behind” (NCLB). Sadly, 
we didn’t reach our goals in 2000 and many, 
many children are routinely and systematically 
left behind. Indeed, if the current data trends 
continue and the targets within NCLB are not re-
calibrated, the individual and school failure rates, 
as reported and consumed in our nations news-
papers, will reach epic proportions.

We seem to 
have gotten off track. 

Winter 2007

I was going through some 
boxes the other day and ran 
across my “office stuff” from 

my days at the Small Schools 
Workshop in Chicago. For me, 
office stuff is that assortment of 
paper, knick knacks, pictures, 
calling cards, and assorted par-
aphernalia that doesn’t fit neatly 
into a stack of files. After a very 
pleasant trip down memory 
lane, what caught my attention 
was a cartoon that once hung 
on the wall just next to my desk 
and that I looked at several 
times a day.

The cartoon depicts a student approaching 
a teacher’s desk with the simple but surprisingly 
complex statement, said in a bit of frustration, 
“yes, but it’s all a metaphor!” (emphasis added). 
The reader is left to wonder what prompted this 
exchange, as we don’t know what came before 
nor what occurred afterwards. The cartoon has 
special meaning for me, as this was how I was 
introduced to the small schools movement. 

While I was teaching at DuSable High School 
in Chicago, the “Bills” from the University of 
Illinois at Chicago - Bill Ayers, Bill Schubert, and 
Mike Klonsky - would come by the school from 
time to time and meet with teachers and admin-
istrators about ideas related to small schools and, 
specifically, how we might think about restructur-
ing our rather typical urban comprehensive aca-
demic neighborhood high school. This was in the 
early days of Annenberg, well before the Gates 
Foundation was even an idea, so this was all pret-
ty new and powerful stuff for a group of teachers 
struggling to make sense of their students’ near 
total lack of achievement as evidenced on just 
about any metric.

Those early conversations were about learn-
ing and teaching. We struggled and fumbled 
through the organizational questions, but in 
those days, we didn’t know enough to know 
that those things would consume the conversa- (continued on page 15) 
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Center of Activity Report, Washington
Holli Hanson-Moore, Washington

As facilitators of Critical Friends Group 
Seminars, we often hear feedback such as 
“this was the most powerful professional 

development of my career” and “CFGs have helped 
me to examine my practice and collaborate in 
new ways with my colleagues.” The Washington 
State Center of Activity has been offering several 
Beginning and Continuing CFG Seminars for teach-
ers in the region every year during the summer and 
school year. There are a great number of schools 
and organizations that have strong CFGs; many of 
the schools involved in transformation and school 
change attribute much of their success to their 
Critical Friends Groups and the collaborative and 
inquiry-based processes used. So as a region, we 
are very proud of our network, facilitators and par-
ticipants.

But recently, one of our facilitation colleagues 
sent a letter to the area facilitation group, challeng-
ing us to go deeper in our learning together around 
issues of equity.

Though we have discussed issues of equity and 
equity-centered activities, as I read this letter I still 
began to ask myself questions: Do we really under-
stand what it means to focus on equity in our semi-
nars and in our own work? Do we have the tools to 
engage in deep inquiry around issues of equity as a 
facilitation team and at the same time support our 
participants in doing so? What tools do we need to 
develop together? What does it look like to support 
colleagues from diverse backgrounds? How are we 
learning from each other? How do we keep creative 
and passionate with our CFG seminars so it does 
not become about the mechanics of a protocol but 
is truly about improving our schools (and our own 
practice) for each student? How am I modeling cul-
turally competent pedagogy?

The facilitation team 
in the Seattle area is (continued on page 13)

when transforming our schools from an agricultural 
model to an industrial model, we can once again 
find the ability and passion to move from our cur-
rent industrial model to a technological and knowl-
edge model as yet to be invented.

We can decide to hold on to the metaphor of 
size for knowing each child well and taking respon-
sibility for her experience and outcome. We can 
decide that instruction, pedagogy, and the very 
special relationship between child and teacher are 
the most important things we do. We can choose 
to educate most children well and to try our best 
with each child. We can and must find courage 
to face our fears and brace for change. We can 
choose equity over racism and the highest of locally 
devised standards and accountability metrics over 
standardization. And if we can and must, we will.

Steven Strull can be contacted at 
stevenstrull@optonline.net

Upcoming Events

February 7-9 & May 17-18, 2007 
New Coaches Institute, Somerset, NJ

February 15, 2007 
CFG Coaches Clinic, Los Angeles, CA

February 23, 2007 	
Creating & Sustaining Professional Learning 
Communities, Denver, CO

February 24, 2007 - March 31, 2007 
Mondays and Saturdays 	
New Coaches Institute, Houston, TX

February 26 - March 2, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Institute, Pasadena, CA

March 3, 2007 	
NSRF San Antonio Spring Meeting, San 
Antonio, TX

March 26-30, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Institute, Orange Co., CA

June 13-15, 2007 	
CFG Administrators Seminar, Denver, CO

June 18-22, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Seminar, Denver, CO

June 25-29, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Institute, Portland, OR

July 16-20, 2007 	
CFG Coaches Training for School Leaders, 
Keene, NH

July 30 - August 3, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Institute, Portland, OR

For more information on these events, visit 
www.nsrfharmony.org and click Upcoming 
Events.

To list your event in Connections and/or 
on NSRF’s website, contact Chris Jones at 
812.330.2702

“As we continue to teach, coach, and lead 
in our schools, the evidence of the inequities 
speaks louder and louder. We need to work 
across difference to tune our ears to hear the 
screams in order to interrupt the inequities, 
as we shift our own practices in an effort to 
transition our schools to more equitable and 
proportionate institutions.”
-excerpt from Tanisha Davis Doss’s letter

<

Director’s Report...
(continued from page 15)
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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

<

<

NSRF’s Living History...
(continued from page 12)

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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During a recent CFG training, 
“Coaching for Equity” with a group 
of teachers from new small high 

schools throughout North Carolina, I used 
the Four “A”s text-based discussion protocol 
with chapter six — “Changing the Discourse 
in Schools” by Eugene Eubanks, Ralph Parish, 
and Dianne Smith — from Race, Ethnicity, 
and Multiculturalism Policy and Practice 
(edited by Peter Hall, New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1997). As the “rounds” progressed 
from Assumptions to Agree to Argue and to 
Aspire, some people had selected the same 
passage to “Agree with” that others had 
selected to “Argue with.” 

One of the participants pointed this 
out during lunch, and so we returned to an 
extended discussion of the various places in 
the text where this occurred, giving the dif-
fering participants an opportunity to say what 
they “Agreed with” and why, and others what 
they would “Argue with” and why, for the 
same passages. This discussion produced con-
siderably heightened awareness among the 
group, both about each other and about how 
different people bring different perspectives to 
the table — it clearly took us deeper.

Thus, in using the Four “A”s protocol in 
the future, I intend to listen carefully to the 
selections for Agree and Argue, and to create 
a space for an extended conversation focus-
ing on those passages where different people 
choose the same thing about which to Agree 
and to Argue. I also will modify the protocol 
so as to have a discussion after each round of 
hearing from everyone on each “A”, and not 
wait until we have heard from everyone on all 
4 “A”s. Experience tells me this will lead to 
deeper, more meaningful conversations, and 
not just reporting-out.

Dave Lehman can be contacted 
at davelehman@mac.com

Reflection on a “Protocol in Practice”
Dave Lehman, New York

Critical Pedagogy
(continued from page 7)

teach him or her? How do I engage each student in 
critical pedagogy that allows each student to see 
education as a practice of freedom and a place 
where he or she can grow intellectually, spiritual-
ly, and physically in order to help themselves and 
their communities thrive in an uncertain, global 
world.  

The principal of Harambee, a successful 
African-centered K-8 school in Philadelphia, 
told me yesterday that he engages his students in 
“naked” math. He explained naked math as hav-
ing a variety of contexts based on origins, civil 
rights or the practice of freedom. He provided 
the following example of “naked” math with 
this problem: Rosa Parks initiated a bus strike 
that meant that ten-thousand African-American 
people who rode the bus twice a day did not ride 
the bus for a year. The bus fare at that time was 
twenty-five cents. How much money did the bus 
company lose? (The success of Harambee is par-
tially evidenced by the fact that it has received 
an award for making Annual Yearly Projection for 
each of the last two years.) 

Critical pedagogy for any urban male at this 
time would have to center around the incident of 
the fifty shots fired by New York City under-cover 
cops that resulted in the murder of Sean Bell. I 
would have students think critically about this 
incident and I would use Papoose’s rap 50 Shots 
as text. 

My friends, allies, colleagues, and others 
who use the CFG structures to collaborate, I 
challenge us to use critical pedagogy with each 
other and in our CFG groups. I challenge us to 
lose our fear and confront each other in ways 
that push us to be more effective and relevant 
to the lives of our urban high school students who 
are least engaged in public education. Perhaps we 
could begin by engaging in an ongoing, online 
conversation initiated by Debbie Bambino on the 
book Courageous Conversations About Race: A Field 
Guide for Achieving Equity in Schools by Glenn E. 
Singleton and Curtis Linton. If we cannot be critical 
with each other in our work together, then we can-
not work to help end the failures of large numbers of 
African-American, Latino, and poor urban children 
in our American public high schools. Do we have 
the courage, will and skill?   

Camilla Greene can be reached at 
camillagreene@worldnet.att.net

   

In addition to Dave’s comments on going 
deeper with the Four “A”s, I would like to add my 
use of “Application or Action” for the fourth “A.” I 
have found that asking folks to commit to an action 
they will take as a result of our conversation about a 
text connects it directly to our practice with and for 
students.  
- Debbie Bambino, Philadelphia

Four “A”s Text Protocol

Adapted from Judith Gray, Seattle, WA 2005

1.	 The group reads the text silently, highlighting it 
and writing notes in the margin on post-it notes in 
answer to the following four questions (you can 
also add your own “A”s):
•	 What Assumptions does the author of the text 

hold?
•	 What do you Agree with in the text?
•	 What do you want to Argue with in the text?
•	 What parts of the text do you want to Aspire to?

2.	 In a round, have each person identify one 
assumption in the text, citing the text (with page 
numbers, if appropriate) as evidence.

3.	 Either continue in rounds or facilitate a 
conversation in which the group talks about the text 
in light of each of the remaining “A”s, taking them 
one at a time – what do people want to argue with, 
agree with, and aspire to in the text? Try to move 
seamlessly from one “A” to the next, giving each 
“A” enough time for full exploration.

4.	 End the session with an open discussion framed 
around a question such as: What does this mean for 
our work with students? 

5.	 Debrief the text experience.

Online Protocols and Resources

Visit www.nsrfharmony.org for a library of over 250 downloadable protocols and activities! Click on 
the Resources link on the side-bar or Protocol Online from the quick links menu. In the Resources 
section you can also order videos, CDs, browse back issues of Connections, and read archived 
listserv conversations. Access is free and open to the public.

    
The mission of the National 

School Reform Faculty is to foster 
educational and social equity by 
empowering all people involved 

with schools to work collaboratively 
in reflective democratic communities 

that create and support powerful 
learning experiences for everyone.

adopted June 2001

The National School Reform Faculty is 
rooted in four beliefs:

•	School people, working together, can 
make real and lasting improvements in 
their own schools;

•	Teachers and administrators must help 
each other turn theories into practice and 
standards into actual student learning;

•	The key to this effort is the development of 
a “learning community” based on public, 
collaborative examination of both adult 
and student work;

•	To create this community, practitioners 
need high-quality training and sustained 
support.

<

We are fortunate to work in a school system 
that has the resources and the community support 
to enable us to take on these challenges. Our work 
is both incredibly challenging and incredibly impor-
tant. I feel more strongly than ever that we are the 
right group of people to take on these challenges 
together. Let’s get started. 

You can reach David at 
david_summergrad@brookline.k12.ma.us

<

<
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Fear, Mistrust, and Misunderstanding in the Teachers’ Lounge: 
An Ethnography
Lynnette Mawhinney, Pennsylvania

Many of us understand the power of col-
laboration and reflective practice within 
Critical Friends Groups. However, we 

need to ask ourselves the question, do teachers 
informally create networks to support their teach-
ing?

Teaching is a characteristically lonely vocation, 
offering the practitioner only limited opportuni-
ties 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 character-
istic which has created an isolationist and alienat-
ing 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 work-
day. Moreover, current edu-
cational 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 sup-
port 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 teach-
ers informally support each others’ teaching. The 
teachers at John E. Farmer School� were inter-
viewed 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 dis-
cussed during their interview how lunch-time was 
important because it helped to alleviate the isola-
tion 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 

� The name of the school and any people are all pseudonyms to 
protect the anonymity of the participants.

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 actu-
ally 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 teach-
ers 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 teach-
ers’ lounge filled with volunteer par-
ents.

“To speak for myself, it’s not that 
I don’t want to socialize with the 
extra staff members who are not pro-
fessional 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 peo-
ple 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-two-
year teacher veteran 
who has been at the 

Interrupting Business as Usual...
(continued from page 6)

(continued on page 14)

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 under-
standing 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 stu-
dents, 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.

Brookline’s Equity Project, we step back and con-
sider the courage required to undertake this effort. 
First of all, it takes courage for a school system 
like Brookline’s to publicly acknowledge this glar-
ing 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 chang-
es we need to make will reach the classrooms. 
Courageous conversations about race and the shar-
ing of best practices are only effective if they con-

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

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 repre-
sent 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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There’s an old saying: “If we keep doing things 
the way we have always done them, then we 
will keep getting the same results we have 

always had.”
And that is fine, if the results we have always 

had are what we want them to be. But – if they 
are not what we want 
them to be, then we 
have to be willing to 
change our way of 
doing business; in the 
words of educator 
Victor Cary, we need 
to interrupt business as 
usual, to create change 
and to achieve a differ-
ent kind of result.

The issue of racial 
equity and achieve-
ment is simply too 
important for us to 
push aside, even if we have talked about it before; 
even if it makes others uncomfortable.

So what are we to do about it in Brookline 
School District and at Runkle School?

In the three years since Brookline began its 
equity project, with a goal of eliminating the racial 
achievement gap, we have looked at clear and 
compelling data that tells us that not all of our stu-
dents are making a successful academic journey 
through our schools. Black and Latino children are 
disproportionately underrepresented in the upper 
tiers of our classes whether it is on measures like 
MCAS, DRA’s, or classroom-based teacher-devel-
oped assessments. And, these same groups of stu-
dents are over-represented in special education pro-
grams and on the list of students sent to the office.

Many of my colleagues have heard me use 
the analogy of a class field trip: If a teacher takes 
a class of twenty children on a field trip and at the 
end of the day returns with just nineteen of them, 
he or she could say: “I brought back nineteen out 
of twenty – that is 95% – that’s an A so that’s a 
pretty good result.” 

I think it is safe to say that none of us would 
find it acceptable if we lost even one child on a 
class trip.

Yet, year in and year out, we are losing more 
than one child per class on the academic journey 
from grade to grade. In order to change this result 
we must interrupt business as usual. We must chal-
lenge an underlying, often unspoken, belief that 

may be held by some teachers that it is okay if 
some children don’t learn, that it is not realistic to 
think that they will all get it.

The racial achievement gap in America’s 
schools today can be, in the long run, every bit as 
life-threatening as the idea of losing a child on a 

field trip. If you believe, as I 
do, that education is the key 
that opens the door to a more 
fulfilled and satisfying life, 
then our failure to educate 
well the children of color in 
our classrooms effectively 
determines for many of them 
the downward trajectory of 
their lives.

Doug Reeves at Harvard 
has put this to us directly: If a 
student needs help in math or 
reading, what difference does 
it make what the student’s 

race is? There is not “African-American math” or 
“Hispanic geometry” -- let’s just give all students 
GOOD math and GOOD writing. Therefore, when 
the issue is planning curriculum, assessment, and 
effective teaching strategies, the only “subgroup” 
that matters is who has met the standard and who 
needs additional help. This is the first part of a two-
part conversation.

But the second part of this conversation is 
one that goes to the heart of equity: If we do not 
acknowledge that there are differences based on 
gender, race, economic status, and language, then 
we will never admit that there is a problem.

Call it “Educational 12-step” – the first step is 
admitting, “I’m Doug, and even though I’m not a 
bigot, I’ve got to admit that poor and minority kids 
in my classroom are performing at a level well 
below their Anglo and economically advantaged 
counterparts. I’m not saying that this is my fault, 
but I am admitting that it’s a problem, and that I’ve 
got to be part of the solution.”

The result of this two-part conversation will 
not, I hope, be to create separate math programs 
for minority kids. Rather, we should create specific 
interventions for ANY student who needs help. And 
by conducting the gender, economic, and ethnic 
analysis, we should admit that if we fail to inter-
vene, our failures disproportionately hurt poor and 
minority students.

As we enter 
the fourth year of 

Interrupting Business as Usual:
A Principal’s Reflection on the Equity Project in His District and School
David Summergrad, Massachussetts

(continued on page 16)

Director’s Report...
(continued from page 1)

Instead of intensifying conversations around learn-
ing and teaching as evidenced in authentic assess-
ments, the small schools, smaller learning commu-
nities, themed academies, and the like have gener-
ally suffered from “formitis.” That is, the structure of 
school reform has taken precedence over the more 
difficult conversation about transformation toward 
a new construct. Our system of public schooling 
was never intended to succeed at uni-
versal academic achievement – only 
a small percentage of high school 
students were supposed to receive a 
college preparatory program of study, 
thus maintaining a power elite tied 
to public schooling. The structural 
debates continue to overwhelm us as 
we try to shoehorn a new standard 
into an obsolete construct, the mod-
ern high school. And as we should 
all know by now, the metaphor for 
the modern comprehensive academic 
neighborhood high school is a fac-
tory.

I recently had the privilege of attending the 
National Academy Foundation (NAF) conference in 
Orlando. NAF is an organization that helps schools 
create career academies as part of a smaller learn-
ing community approach. NAF has been at this 
for quite some time and has learned and grown 
along with the larger school reform community. The 
foundation’s programs, while not panaceas, are well 
thought out, well researched and resourced, and 
delivered respectfully with their school and school 
district partners.

The president of NAF is John Ferrandino, an 
accomplished urban educator working on his 
second retirement. John previously held a senior 
superintendent position in New York where he was 
responsible for supervising and evaluating scores of 
high schools and high school teachers and princi-
pals. By experience and stature, John Ferrandino is 
a qualified expert on the modern high school.

At the opening of the NAF conference after the 
usual preambles, niceties, and thank-yous, John 
began speaking of the modern high school with 
passion and from deep personal experience. Part-
way through his informal talk he declared with full 
emotion, that “high school sucks for kids – they 
survive, not thrive.” The room was silent – awed but 
silent – and John continued with his talk and the 
program, as naturally as if nothing had been said. 
But it was said and the truth was out. There was a 

palpable and collective nod, the unspoken was 
spoken of publicly and the charge was to take note 
and take responsibility for change. It was a simple 
statement, placed openly and honestly in front of a 
friendly audience who saw their work as responsive 
to the conditions they face. 

In that one sentence, John framed the conver-
sation for a group of co-conspirators for change. 

While perhaps not 
universally reject-
ing the high school 
construct wholesale, 
this group of educa-
tors knew why they 
were seated in that 
ballroom and that at 
least some change 
was necessary. And 
I was encouraged. 
For as we all know, 
the current schooling 
conditions, whether 

large or small, for most poor children and chil-
dren of color are akin to what Deborah Meier has 
recently described as “Dickensian drudge mills.”

As I continue traveling the country reacquaint-
ing myself with old friends and meeting new col-
leagues, I am increasingly encouraged by a shift I 
am noticing in the conversation toward instruction. 
There are decidedly encouraging and discouraging 
aspects of this shift, but I do feel a shift back to the 
understanding that what is most important in the 
whole school reform conversation is the experience 
of the child, the quality of her experience, and 
the equity of outcome attached to meeting each 
child’s needs and interests. That is not to say we 
have resolved structural issues nor that the increas-
ing accountability demands will not come crashing 
down from their own weight, but perhaps, just per-
haps, we are entering an era when we can finally 
stop tinkering with the construct of the modern 
high school toward inventing the next iteration of 
post-elementary schooling.

We have the power to decide what our schools 
ought to be. We can be a voice for play as the way 
children learn best, and as children age through 
our system we can carefully guide them, as Dewey 
would argue, from the psychological to the logi-
cal. We can embrace accountability as evidenced 
through the highest of locally devised, debated, 
and demonstrated stan-
dards, and as we did (continued on page 19)
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domination and the beliefs and practices that 
dominate. If educators around the country were to 
engage poor teens and teens of color in academic 
work that helps each student achieve a critical 
consciousness of the reality in their lives, then 
we would have less of a challenge engaging stu-
dents in learning. I put forth that our urban youth, 
through the messages on the streets, through mes-
sages in their music, and through the realities of 
their young lives, have a BS meter that tells them 
that what we are offering them in the four walls 
of most of our so-called educational institutions 
is not worth their attention. The challenge for us 
is to flip the script. Instead of begging and skillin’ 
and drillin’ them to death, let’s engage in open and 
honest conversation. Start by telling and explaining 
to our students that the state tests, the SAT and the 
ACT are constructed so that they are unlikely to do 
well. Their challenge, should they undertake it, is 
to beat the odds and, with your help, achieve the 
markers of success set forth by the dominant cul-
ture in the game of education. But first they have 
to want to take on the challenge.  

Caring is not enough to help urban high 
school students beat the odds. Beyond caring, our 
challenge as educators is to be conscious adults 

who can analyze our 
own belief systems and 
assumptions and think 
critically about the pur-
pose of education in a 
democratic society. Once 
we have gotten a clear 
picture of the realities 
of public education in 
America, our job is then 
to help each student think 
and look critically at their 
lives and begin to craft 

their personal agenda on how each is going to 
define excellence, use their education to further 
their own development as individuals, and how 
each is going to use the knowledge, will and skills 
to strengthen his or her community. The question 
is not “how do we close the achievement gap.” 
Underlying that question is the assumption that if 
urban kids scored at or above the scores of white 
suburban kids, everything would be all right. The 
question is, how do I build a relationship with 
each individual poor and historically oppressed 
teen so that he or she 
gives me permission to 
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Critical Pedagogy
Camilla Greene, Connecticut

I have a T-shirt from a Coalition of Essential 
Schools Fall Forum. On it is the question: What 
is Essential? This is a question asked by a num-

ber of people. I believe that in our urban high 
school classrooms, what is essential is not being 
addressed, questioned or taught. We ask the wrong 
questions. We ask how we can close the achieve-
ment gap. We ask how can we get reluctant high 
school students to read or, at the very least, we ask 
how can we get the reluctant learners engaged in 
learning. The real question is: what does each high 
school student in America need to know and be 
able to do to live in a racially and economically 
divided global society? We need as educators to 
focus the learning of poor teens and teens of color 
on the dynamics of the realities of their lives. We 
need to be critical friends who engage in critical 
pedagogy with our urban, and I would venture, 
suburban youth.  

At this stage in my journey as an educator, 
facilitator, school coach, and technical assistance 
provider, I work in a variety of contexts. My most 
rewarding work is working and interacting with 
high school students from around the country. 
Whether I am working with or interacting with 
Matt Brown, a student at The High School for the 
Recording Arts in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, or Jermina, 
Ashley or Batelle, stu-
dents at CEO Leadership 
Academy in Milwaukee, 
there are consistent prac-
tices that engage each of 
these students in critical 
and crucial ways. The 
educators who engage, 
teach, transform, support 
and help to develop these 
students and students like 
them engage in critical pedagogy. It is by under-
standing critical pedagogy; it is by developing a 
critical pedagogy stance as an educator; and it is 
through the consistent application and practice of 
critical pedagogy both in and outside a classroom 
setting that an educator or any conscious adult is 
able to build bridges across generational difference, 
across gender difference, across differences in life 
experiences to transform the lives of marginalized, 
disengaged high school students.

Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, defines 
critical pedagogy as a teaching approach which 
attempts to help students question and challenge 

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 par-
ent 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, noth-
ing against them, but it’s just not, I don’t feel com-
fortable because we [teachers] do talk about kids.”

Again, Laura discusses how teachers venting 
frustrations or getting other ideas with fellow teach-
ers 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 alter-
native congregational spaces for interactions and 
discussions about practice. Empty classrooms, 

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 teach-
ers 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 talk-
ing 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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Fear, Mistrust and Misunderstanding...
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(continued on page 17)

The question is not “how do 
we close the achievement gap.” 
Underlying that question is the 
assumption that if urban kids 
scored at or above the scores of 
white suburban kids, everything 
would be all right.
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comprised of classroom teachers (both current and 
retired), instructional facilitators, school change 
coaches, administrators, college faculty and a men-
tal health service provider. With the make up of 
this group, there is a richness of perspectives and 
viewpoints. But at the same time, many members 
have been facilitating together for four or five years. 
So at what point do we become too familiar and 
comfortable facilitating? The group has decided that 
we need to go beyond examination of our seminar 

agendas and engage in deep inquiry together, try-
ing to explore some of the above questions. As a 
result, the Seattle area facilitation group has com-
mitted to meeting as a CFG, seven Saturdays over 
the course of the year, with a focus on equity. We 
will be asking each other tough and uncomfortable 
questions, better understanding who we are and 
how our identities influence how we see and act 
in the world. We will be sharing much of who we 
are as individuals and as educators. But we will not 
lose sight of our mission and passion for making 
our schools intellectually challenging and relevant 
learning communities. 

As we invite you to the wonderful city of Seattle 
for the Winter Meeting, we also invite each of you 
to engage with us in making our work public and to 
follow the challenge posed to each of us to engage 
in the difficult conversations. 

Holli Hanson-Moore may be contacted at 
hollihanson@msn.com
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“White people need to do their home-
work.” This time I just nodded and 
waited, a little surprised when the 

other ten white people in my home group barely 
reacted on day three of CFG/Equity training. The 
facilitator wasn’t talking about a specific assign-
ment; she was telling our mostly white, mostly mid-
dle-class group that we had real work to do—on 
ourselves.

Goodness knows, the first time I’d heard the 
thought spoken aloud—the first time someone said 
it to me—I was shocked. I felt an almost dizzying, 
drop-in-the-pit-of-your-stomach, ear-ringing physi-
ological jolt that accompanied the realization that 
being a good person who tries hard isn’t sufficient. 
The person who said it to me was white, unlike 
the person who said it to the home group, and I 
wondered briefly if that’s why no one in the home 
group responded. And then the conversation moved 
on.

Very little about doing equity work is easy. It 
seems that as a white ally, I’m always walking on 
that edge between risk and danger. “Will I know 
when to interrupt inequities?” “Am I seeing things 
that aren’t there?” “Am I missing things that are 
there?” “What do I say????” (If you believe con-
versation is the lever for change, being good with 
words feels very important!)

Being a white ally is choosing to live in a state 
of uncertainty. I remember very vividly the first time 
I felt compelled to speak up. My family was on 
vacation in Glacier National Park. My husband had 
volunteered to stay at the lodge with my two-year-
old daughter while I took my four-year-old son on 
an all-day bus tour of the “Going to the Sun” road 
through Glacier. It was the first all-day alone time 
we’d had, and we were having a ball counting the 
different animals we saw. My son and I were the 
only two people on the tour under the age of fifty, 
and we were made much of by all the grandmoth-
ers on the trip. Everyone was really, really nice. 
And white. And middle-class. 

As we were driving down and around through 
the mountains the bus driver was identifying inter-
esting sites when we came upon a collection of 
trailers, cars, old washing machines, rubber tires, 
and many other rusty, dusty scraps. The bus driver 
pointed out the collection and said—on the inter-
com—“those no-account Indians live like trash and 
ruin the land” and then continued with her canned 
speech. 

I couldn’t believe it. My brain froze. My hands 

jerked to cover my son’s ears, but it was too late. 
In a split second I tried to think how to interrupt. I 
couldn’t let this go by, but I literally couldn’t think 
in words. It seemed like an eternity, but it was 
probably only two or three seconds later when I 
said as loud as I could, “Maybe they don’t want to 
be you. Maybe they don’t want to live like you.” 
And then I sat back and tried to figure out what I 
meant, and how I could explain to my four-year-
old why I was shaking.

It took a way-too-close black bear and a few 
other local attractions to get the bus back into 
tourist mode. The nice, white, middle-class grand-
mas pretended nothing had happened, and, truth-
fully, so did I for the rest of the day.

I felt too raw and embarrassed to talk to my 
husband about it when I got back, because I 
was afraid that he would have had the words I’d 
lacked. I already felt stupid and inadequate. He 
would have been supportive of me for speaking up 
at all, but I couldn’t take any more risks, not even 
that little one. 

It was a really long time later, much longer 
than I’d like to admit, when I figured out some of 
the words. I wanted the bus driver to consider the 
part she and her ancestors had in the economic 
and political conditions that led to reservation 
lands, much less trailers on reservation lands. I 
wanted her to consider the ecological conservation 
represented by the use and reuse of the collection 
of goods we’d seen. I wanted her to consider the 
strong will and indomitable spirit it took to make 
a home amidst others who hate you. I wanted her 
to think of the mothers, fathers, and children—the 
individuality and 
humanity of the people (continued on page 13)

CFG/Equity Training and the Experience of a White Ally
Jodi Goldberg, Wisconsin

Center of Activity Report...
(continued from page 2)

<

“I can briefly introduce you to Discourse I 
(talking the talk) and Discourse II (walking 
the walk). Being transformed into an ally 
using Discourse II language in protocols is 
powerful. Constructivist Listening with equity 
prompts is moving. Lastly, having facilitators 
purposefully selected to represent all walks 
of life in order to mirror the collaboration 
needed by allies is awesome.“
-excerpt from Tanisha Davis Doss’s letter

The “Going to the Sun” road in Glacier National 
Park, Montana

who had collected each item with a purpose in 
mind. I wanted her to be interested in a spirituality 
and rich culture outside her own small existence. 
But, until now, none of this had been spoken. 

The brain is amazing, and I managed to edit 
out this memory for years. But it and several others 
came rushing back at me the first time someone 
told me “White people need to do their home-
work.” The shocking phrase—because she did 
mean me, she did mean white people specifically, 
not just all people—helped me realize that if I am 
serious about and committed to interruption, I must 
do more than treat people well. Systematically, I 
must read, initiate conversations, ask questions, 
and think so that I am ready and will have the 
words, not just the intention, even on my vacation 
on a bus heading down a mountain.  

I choose to accept the responsibility of being 
a white ally and live in this state of uncertainty 
because to do otherwise would be unconscionable. 
But it’s tough to realize I don’t deserve any special 
accolades for making this choice. That’s what it 
means when someone says, “White people need to 
do their homework.” It’s a given, a nonnegotiable 
if I want to live and act equitably and work toward 
broader systems and beliefs that support equity. 

Day four of our CFG/Equity training session 
was a little bit different. In the morning home 
group, after an opening discussion about our 
norms, someone raised concerns about the state-
ment, “White people need to do their homework,” 
which led to a long emotional discussion. I realized 
that, like me, many people had been shocked; too 
shocked to respond in the moment. They just didn’t 
have the words. 

It was a good reminder, and a little bit sooth-
ing to realize that, while I am still too often caught 
unprepared, I have a lot more words than I used 
to. During the conversation, I was reminded again 
of the reasons for CFG/Equity meetings; they’ve 
provided for me more forums in which to practice, 
more tools with which to safely structure riskier 
conversations, and more friends who show me 
things I can’t always see for myself.

Jodi Goldberg may be contacted at 
jgoldberg@talcnewvision.org

CFG/Equity Training...
(continued from page 8)

<
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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) 

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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S t u d e n t s  a t t h e  C e n t e r

After recently crossing paths with a former student, 
I recalled this reflection written in November of 
2003.

On Thursday, November 6, 2003, DeShawn 
was shot on the #14 Mission bus at 3:37 
pm. He was in the wrong place at the 

wrong time – too close to a gang-related incident. 
Noting helicopters circling overhead had 

become all too “noninterruptive” for me. It was just 
before 4:00 that I first noticed them. They weren’t 
over the highway, so I ruled out an accident or traf-
fic. Moments later, I received a fax from the district 
informing me of the shooting. The next morning, 
the school car from our neighborhood police sta-
tion visited and informed our dean, Betty, about the 
details of the shooting and the potential impact on 
our community. Our school had faced crises before 
and we knew we had to respond.  

To some, the shooting of DeShawn would not 
be considered a “crisis” for us. He was not our 
student. However DeShawn 
was a student at our neighbor-
ing school, which resides on 
the same block. The shooting 
itself was gang-related (even 
though DeShawn was not in 
a gang); this always risks fur-
ther violence. He was shot on 
“the 14,” a bus many of our 
students take home. He came 
from the same neighborhood 
as many of our students and 
was known by them. DeShawn 
was an African-American pub-
lic high school student in the 
same city as our students. Our 
students are deeply connected 
to the reality of their peers 
– especially when their reality is one of life and 
death – a topic our urban youth know far better 
than they should. 

Advisory – our most personalized class – stays 
together for a student’s entire four years, has the 
lowest student–teacher ratio, and is the vehicle for 
our schoolwide communication. I wrote a letter to 
distribute to our Friday morning advisory classes 
in order to share the essential information about 
the shooting and a related school message – just 

unwavering instructed her to go sit in my office and 
wait for me. She did, with only a little attitude.

Melinda fully acknowledged her behavior 
and took responsibility. She did not try to find an 
excuse – and she did not seem to offer any sense of 
remorse. She simply acknowledged it was wrong. 
She also expected and accepted suspension as the 
consequence for extreme defiance. By this time, 
she was communicating with me 
very respectfully. Our quick tran-
sition to dialogue allowed me to 
ask Melinda to consider Betty’s 
perspective – it seemed to be an 
easy task. I asked her to consider 
an apology after she returned 
from her suspension; she said 
she would.  

I called Melinda’s grand-
mother, who was apologetic and 
supportive of both the rule and 
the consequences. My students’ 
parents and grandparents have 
consistently taught me a vital 
lesson… our students are not 
our kids. Our students come to 
us with the values and morals 
of their families deeply imbed-
ded in their being. I find that our 
schools’ expectations of our stu-
dents often fall short of those of their families. After 
hanging up with her grandmother, I had a knot in 
my stomach at the thought of sending Melinda on a 
bus alone after the recent violence. 

Turning to face her I stated, “Be careful, there is 
a lot of shit going on…” Immediately, it hit me. The 
challenge from my letter popped into my head and 
I asked, “You knew him, didn’t you?” Tears well-
ing, she responded, cold and yet soft, “He was my 
friend for the past eleven years. He is going to die.”  

I asked her if my letter had been respectful. 
She said yes. I thought of her consequences for a 
second. I was challenged by the paradox of being 
both consistent in providing the message that con-
sequences come from our actions and also being 
compassionate. I noted that I wanted her to know 
that I BOTH understood how her actions could 
result from her pain AND ALSO felt obligated to 
continue to demonstrate that consequences still fol-
low our actions. She respectfully agreed. I told her 

enough facts to inform everyone and demystify 
the many rumors that come with any media-glori-
fied event. We offered pragmatic guidance (advis-
ing students to go directly home using alternative 
routes) as well as coaching with a more personal 
touch (encouraging parents to talk with their chil-
dren about what it feels like to hear of another 
shooting… another person of color… another 
youth…). I also challenged parents not to assume 
there was no connection between their own chil-
dren and those involved in the shooting. 

Gang issues have been hot in San Francisco 
lately. In part due to our local gang issues, our 
school has a dress code. Recently, Betty had been 
experiencing recurring acts of disrespect from our 
students around our dress code. Students who nor-
mally had little issue complying were now coming 
to school out of dress code and displaying defi-
ance when addressed about it. As a community, 
we knew there was a correlation between the rise 
in such infractions and the extent to which stu-

dents felt (or did not feel) safe 
in their community. As indi-
viduals and as organizations, I 
think we are slower to respond 
to our local context than our 
students are because it is their 
home. 

That Friday, Melinda (an 
African-American female) 
walked by Betty (a white 
woman) sporting a prominent 
red hat (hats and the color red, 
a gang color, are not permit-
ted.) Betty addressed Melinda 
and her hat – Melinda blatant-
ly ignored Betty and continued 
on to class. As Betty pushed 
the issue, Melinda vehemently 

pushed back, telling Betty, in so many not nice 
words, to back off and keep to herself because she 
intended on wearing the hat. I love our students, 
and so I draw a line with them when they show 
blatant disrespect and defiance even when I agree 
with their reasons as I believe they need additional 
tools and strategies for when they leave our school 
site. I followed Melinda into her class. Late to 
this first class, she sat and began to eat her lunch. 
I leaned close and in a voice both hushed and 

that I did not want her to be home on Monday if 
she was going to be alone without support. I wrote 
my home number on a piece of paper and invited 
her to call me if she wanted to be around her 
school community on Monday. If so, I noted, her 
suspension could be in-house and she could sit 
with me or with her counselor. She took the num-
ber and got up to go home.   

As she walked out of my 
office, I noticed her backpack. In 
bold black marker it read, “Fred 
- October 10, 1999 - RIP”. She 
had been here before. 

DeShawn died later that 
afternoon. Melinda chose to 
stay home on that Monday. She 
never apologized to Betty. 

My heart aches. It aches 
for Melinda; it aches for all 
the “Melindas” of whom I am 
unaware. Most of all, it aches 
at the recognition that alone, I 
am not enough: I will need the 
“Melindas” and their grandmoth-
ers before me to keep educating 
me. I will need to listen more 
and when I am done, I will need 
to listen harder – for alone, I am 
not enough. 

I sat with many unanswered questions – ques-
tions that make me wish to rethink other ways I 
should have engaged with Melinda:

•	 What was the role of race for this African-
American woman dealing with two white 
administrators at a time when the black com-
munity of San Francisco is being killed off 
– literally – every weekend?

•	 On a similar note, what was the role of 
authority? More than just the authority of 
an administrator, what is the authority of a 
school, a family or the street? Which author-
ity takes priority for which students and under 
which circumstances? In the service of our stu-
dents, how can we bring all of these together 
for consideration?  

•	 Finally – what of this “disrespect”? We are 
quick to cry foul when we feel “vulnerable” 
or disrespected, but 
I cannot help but 

Melinda
Greg Peters, California

(continued on page 18)

My students’ parents 
and grandparents have 
consistently taught me a 
vital lesson… our students 
are not our kids. Our 
students come to us with 
the values and morals 
of their families deeply 
imbedded in their being. 
I find that our schools’ 
expectations of our students 
often fall short of those of 
their families.
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After recently crossing paths with a former student, 
I recalled this reflection written in November of 
2003.

On Thursday, November 6, 2003, DeShawn 
was shot on the #14 Mission bus at 3:37 
pm. He was in the wrong place at the 

wrong time – too close to a gang-related incident. 
Noting helicopters circling overhead had 

become all too “noninterruptive” for me. It was just 
before 4:00 that I first noticed them. They weren’t 
over the highway, so I ruled out an accident or traf-
fic. Moments later, I received a fax from the district 
informing me of the shooting. The next morning, 
the school car from our neighborhood police sta-
tion visited and informed our dean, Betty, about the 
details of the shooting and the potential impact on 
our community. Our school had faced crises before 
and we knew we had to respond.  

To some, the shooting of DeShawn would not 
be considered a “crisis” for us. He was not our 
student. However DeShawn 
was a student at our neighbor-
ing school, which resides on 
the same block. The shooting 
itself was gang-related (even 
though DeShawn was not in 
a gang); this always risks fur-
ther violence. He was shot on 
“the 14,” a bus many of our 
students take home. He came 
from the same neighborhood 
as many of our students and 
was known by them. DeShawn 
was an African-American pub-
lic high school student in the 
same city as our students. Our 
students are deeply connected 
to the reality of their peers 
– especially when their reality is one of life and 
death – a topic our urban youth know far better 
than they should. 

Advisory – our most personalized class – stays 
together for a student’s entire four years, has the 
lowest student–teacher ratio, and is the vehicle for 
our schoolwide communication. I wrote a letter to 
distribute to our Friday morning advisory classes 
in order to share the essential information about 
the shooting and a related school message – just 

unwavering instructed her to go sit in my office and 
wait for me. She did, with only a little attitude.

Melinda fully acknowledged her behavior 
and took responsibility. She did not try to find an 
excuse – and she did not seem to offer any sense of 
remorse. She simply acknowledged it was wrong. 
She also expected and accepted suspension as the 
consequence for extreme defiance. By this time, 
she was communicating with me 
very respectfully. Our quick tran-
sition to dialogue allowed me to 
ask Melinda to consider Betty’s 
perspective – it seemed to be an 
easy task. I asked her to consider 
an apology after she returned 
from her suspension; she said 
she would.  

I called Melinda’s grand-
mother, who was apologetic and 
supportive of both the rule and 
the consequences. My students’ 
parents and grandparents have 
consistently taught me a vital 
lesson… our students are not 
our kids. Our students come to 
us with the values and morals 
of their families deeply imbed-
ded in their being. I find that our 
schools’ expectations of our stu-
dents often fall short of those of their families. After 
hanging up with her grandmother, I had a knot in 
my stomach at the thought of sending Melinda on a 
bus alone after the recent violence. 

Turning to face her I stated, “Be careful, there is 
a lot of shit going on…” Immediately, it hit me. The 
challenge from my letter popped into my head and 
I asked, “You knew him, didn’t you?” Tears well-
ing, she responded, cold and yet soft, “He was my 
friend for the past eleven years. He is going to die.”  

I asked her if my letter had been respectful. 
She said yes. I thought of her consequences for a 
second. I was challenged by the paradox of being 
both consistent in providing the message that con-
sequences come from our actions and also being 
compassionate. I noted that I wanted her to know 
that I BOTH understood how her actions could 
result from her pain AND ALSO felt obligated to 
continue to demonstrate that consequences still fol-
low our actions. She respectfully agreed. I told her 

enough facts to inform everyone and demystify 
the many rumors that come with any media-glori-
fied event. We offered pragmatic guidance (advis-
ing students to go directly home using alternative 
routes) as well as coaching with a more personal 
touch (encouraging parents to talk with their chil-
dren about what it feels like to hear of another 
shooting… another person of color… another 
youth…). I also challenged parents not to assume 
there was no connection between their own chil-
dren and those involved in the shooting. 

Gang issues have been hot in San Francisco 
lately. In part due to our local gang issues, our 
school has a dress code. Recently, Betty had been 
experiencing recurring acts of disrespect from our 
students around our dress code. Students who nor-
mally had little issue complying were now coming 
to school out of dress code and displaying defi-
ance when addressed about it. As a community, 
we knew there was a correlation between the rise 
in such infractions and the extent to which stu-

dents felt (or did not feel) safe 
in their community. As indi-
viduals and as organizations, I 
think we are slower to respond 
to our local context than our 
students are because it is their 
home. 

That Friday, Melinda (an 
African-American female) 
walked by Betty (a white 
woman) sporting a prominent 
red hat (hats and the color red, 
a gang color, are not permit-
ted.) Betty addressed Melinda 
and her hat – Melinda blatant-
ly ignored Betty and continued 
on to class. As Betty pushed 
the issue, Melinda vehemently 

pushed back, telling Betty, in so many not nice 
words, to back off and keep to herself because she 
intended on wearing the hat. I love our students, 
and so I draw a line with them when they show 
blatant disrespect and defiance even when I agree 
with their reasons as I believe they need additional 
tools and strategies for when they leave our school 
site. I followed Melinda into her class. Late to 
this first class, she sat and began to eat her lunch. 
I leaned close and in a voice both hushed and 

that I did not want her to be home on Monday if 
she was going to be alone without support. I wrote 
my home number on a piece of paper and invited 
her to call me if she wanted to be around her 
school community on Monday. If so, I noted, her 
suspension could be in-house and she could sit 
with me or with her counselor. She took the num-
ber and got up to go home.   

As she walked out of my 
office, I noticed her backpack. In 
bold black marker it read, “Fred 
- October 10, 1999 - RIP”. She 
had been here before. 

DeShawn died later that 
afternoon. Melinda chose to 
stay home on that Monday. She 
never apologized to Betty. 

My heart aches. It aches 
for Melinda; it aches for all 
the “Melindas” of whom I am 
unaware. Most of all, it aches 
at the recognition that alone, I 
am not enough: I will need the 
“Melindas” and their grandmoth-
ers before me to keep educating 
me. I will need to listen more 
and when I am done, I will need 
to listen harder – for alone, I am 
not enough. 

I sat with many unanswered questions – ques-
tions that make me wish to rethink other ways I 
should have engaged with Melinda:

•	 What was the role of race for this African-
American woman dealing with two white 
administrators at a time when the black com-
munity of San Francisco is being killed off 
– literally – every weekend?

•	 On a similar note, what was the role of 
authority? More than just the authority of 
an administrator, what is the authority of a 
school, a family or the street? Which author-
ity takes priority for which students and under 
which circumstances? In the service of our stu-
dents, how can we bring all of these together 
for consideration?  

•	 Finally – what of this “disrespect”? We are 
quick to cry foul when we feel “vulnerable” 
or disrespected, but 
I cannot help but 

Melinda
Greg Peters, California

(continued on page 18)

My students’ parents 
and grandparents have 
consistently taught me a 
vital lesson… our students 
are not our kids. Our 
students come to us with 
the values and morals 
of their families deeply 
imbedded in their being. 
I find that our schools’ 
expectations of our students 
often fall short of those of 
their families.
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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) 

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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comprised of classroom teachers (both current and 
retired), instructional facilitators, school change 
coaches, administrators, college faculty and a men-
tal health service provider. With the make up of 
this group, there is a richness of perspectives and 
viewpoints. But at the same time, many members 
have been facilitating together for four or five years. 
So at what point do we become too familiar and 
comfortable facilitating? The group has decided that 
we need to go beyond examination of our seminar 

agendas and engage in deep inquiry together, try-
ing to explore some of the above questions. As a 
result, the Seattle area facilitation group has com-
mitted to meeting as a CFG, seven Saturdays over 
the course of the year, with a focus on equity. We 
will be asking each other tough and uncomfortable 
questions, better understanding who we are and 
how our identities influence how we see and act 
in the world. We will be sharing much of who we 
are as individuals and as educators. But we will not 
lose sight of our mission and passion for making 
our schools intellectually challenging and relevant 
learning communities. 

As we invite you to the wonderful city of Seattle 
for the Winter Meeting, we also invite each of you 
to engage with us in making our work public and to 
follow the challenge posed to each of us to engage 
in the difficult conversations. 

Holli Hanson-Moore may be contacted at 
hollihanson@msn.com
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“White people need to do their home-
work.” This time I just nodded and 
waited, a little surprised when the 

other ten white people in my home group barely 
reacted on day three of CFG/Equity training. The 
facilitator wasn’t talking about a specific assign-
ment; she was telling our mostly white, mostly mid-
dle-class group that we had real work to do—on 
ourselves.

Goodness knows, the first time I’d heard the 
thought spoken aloud—the first time someone said 
it to me—I was shocked. I felt an almost dizzying, 
drop-in-the-pit-of-your-stomach, ear-ringing physi-
ological jolt that accompanied the realization that 
being a good person who tries hard isn’t sufficient. 
The person who said it to me was white, unlike 
the person who said it to the home group, and I 
wondered briefly if that’s why no one in the home 
group responded. And then the conversation moved 
on.

Very little about doing equity work is easy. It 
seems that as a white ally, I’m always walking on 
that edge between risk and danger. “Will I know 
when to interrupt inequities?” “Am I seeing things 
that aren’t there?” “Am I missing things that are 
there?” “What do I say????” (If you believe con-
versation is the lever for change, being good with 
words feels very important!)

Being a white ally is choosing to live in a state 
of uncertainty. I remember very vividly the first time 
I felt compelled to speak up. My family was on 
vacation in Glacier National Park. My husband had 
volunteered to stay at the lodge with my two-year-
old daughter while I took my four-year-old son on 
an all-day bus tour of the “Going to the Sun” road 
through Glacier. It was the first all-day alone time 
we’d had, and we were having a ball counting the 
different animals we saw. My son and I were the 
only two people on the tour under the age of fifty, 
and we were made much of by all the grandmoth-
ers on the trip. Everyone was really, really nice. 
And white. And middle-class. 

As we were driving down and around through 
the mountains the bus driver was identifying inter-
esting sites when we came upon a collection of 
trailers, cars, old washing machines, rubber tires, 
and many other rusty, dusty scraps. The bus driver 
pointed out the collection and said—on the inter-
com—“those no-account Indians live like trash and 
ruin the land” and then continued with her canned 
speech. 

I couldn’t believe it. My brain froze. My hands 

jerked to cover my son’s ears, but it was too late. 
In a split second I tried to think how to interrupt. I 
couldn’t let this go by, but I literally couldn’t think 
in words. It seemed like an eternity, but it was 
probably only two or three seconds later when I 
said as loud as I could, “Maybe they don’t want to 
be you. Maybe they don’t want to live like you.” 
And then I sat back and tried to figure out what I 
meant, and how I could explain to my four-year-
old why I was shaking.

It took a way-too-close black bear and a few 
other local attractions to get the bus back into 
tourist mode. The nice, white, middle-class grand-
mas pretended nothing had happened, and, truth-
fully, so did I for the rest of the day.

I felt too raw and embarrassed to talk to my 
husband about it when I got back, because I 
was afraid that he would have had the words I’d 
lacked. I already felt stupid and inadequate. He 
would have been supportive of me for speaking up 
at all, but I couldn’t take any more risks, not even 
that little one. 

It was a really long time later, much longer 
than I’d like to admit, when I figured out some of 
the words. I wanted the bus driver to consider the 
part she and her ancestors had in the economic 
and political conditions that led to reservation 
lands, much less trailers on reservation lands. I 
wanted her to consider the ecological conservation 
represented by the use and reuse of the collection 
of goods we’d seen. I wanted her to consider the 
strong will and indomitable spirit it took to make 
a home amidst others who hate you. I wanted her 
to think of the mothers, fathers, and children—the 
individuality and 
humanity of the people (continued on page 13)

CFG/Equity Training and the Experience of a White Ally
Jodi Goldberg, Wisconsin

Center of Activity Report...
(continued from page 2)
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“I can briefly introduce you to Discourse I 
(talking the talk) and Discourse II (walking 
the walk). Being transformed into an ally 
using Discourse II language in protocols is 
powerful. Constructivist Listening with equity 
prompts is moving. Lastly, having facilitators 
purposefully selected to represent all walks 
of life in order to mirror the collaboration 
needed by allies is awesome.“
-excerpt from Tanisha Davis Doss’s letter

The “Going to the Sun” road in Glacier National 
Park, Montana

who had collected each item with a purpose in 
mind. I wanted her to be interested in a spirituality 
and rich culture outside her own small existence. 
But, until now, none of this had been spoken. 

The brain is amazing, and I managed to edit 
out this memory for years. But it and several others 
came rushing back at me the first time someone 
told me “White people need to do their home-
work.” The shocking phrase—because she did 
mean me, she did mean white people specifically, 
not just all people—helped me realize that if I am 
serious about and committed to interruption, I must 
do more than treat people well. Systematically, I 
must read, initiate conversations, ask questions, 
and think so that I am ready and will have the 
words, not just the intention, even on my vacation 
on a bus heading down a mountain.  

I choose to accept the responsibility of being 
a white ally and live in this state of uncertainty 
because to do otherwise would be unconscionable. 
But it’s tough to realize I don’t deserve any special 
accolades for making this choice. That’s what it 
means when someone says, “White people need to 
do their homework.” It’s a given, a nonnegotiable 
if I want to live and act equitably and work toward 
broader systems and beliefs that support equity. 

Day four of our CFG/Equity training session 
was a little bit different. In the morning home 
group, after an opening discussion about our 
norms, someone raised concerns about the state-
ment, “White people need to do their homework,” 
which led to a long emotional discussion. I realized 
that, like me, many people had been shocked; too 
shocked to respond in the moment. They just didn’t 
have the words. 

It was a good reminder, and a little bit sooth-
ing to realize that, while I am still too often caught 
unprepared, I have a lot more words than I used 
to. During the conversation, I was reminded again 
of the reasons for CFG/Equity meetings; they’ve 
provided for me more forums in which to practice, 
more tools with which to safely structure riskier 
conversations, and more friends who show me 
things I can’t always see for myself.

Jodi Goldberg may be contacted at 
jgoldberg@talcnewvision.org

CFG/Equity Training...
(continued from page 8)
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domination and the beliefs and practices that 
dominate. If educators around the country were to 
engage poor teens and teens of color in academic 
work that helps each student achieve a critical 
consciousness of the reality in their lives, then 
we would have less of a challenge engaging stu-
dents in learning. I put forth that our urban youth, 
through the messages on the streets, through mes-
sages in their music, and through the realities of 
their young lives, have a BS meter that tells them 
that what we are offering them in the four walls 
of most of our so-called educational institutions 
is not worth their attention. The challenge for us 
is to flip the script. Instead of begging and skillin’ 
and drillin’ them to death, let’s engage in open and 
honest conversation. Start by telling and explaining 
to our students that the state tests, the SAT and the 
ACT are constructed so that they are unlikely to do 
well. Their challenge, should they undertake it, is 
to beat the odds and, with your help, achieve the 
markers of success set forth by the dominant cul-
ture in the game of education. But first they have 
to want to take on the challenge.  

Caring is not enough to help urban high 
school students beat the odds. Beyond caring, our 
challenge as educators is to be conscious adults 

who can analyze our 
own belief systems and 
assumptions and think 
critically about the pur-
pose of education in a 
democratic society. Once 
we have gotten a clear 
picture of the realities 
of public education in 
America, our job is then 
to help each student think 
and look critically at their 
lives and begin to craft 

their personal agenda on how each is going to 
define excellence, use their education to further 
their own development as individuals, and how 
each is going to use the knowledge, will and skills 
to strengthen his or her community. The question 
is not “how do we close the achievement gap.” 
Underlying that question is the assumption that if 
urban kids scored at or above the scores of white 
suburban kids, everything would be all right. The 
question is, how do I build a relationship with 
each individual poor and historically oppressed 
teen so that he or she 
gives me permission to 
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Critical Pedagogy
Camilla Greene, Connecticut

I have a T-shirt from a Coalition of Essential 
Schools Fall Forum. On it is the question: What 
is Essential? This is a question asked by a num-

ber of people. I believe that in our urban high 
school classrooms, what is essential is not being 
addressed, questioned or taught. We ask the wrong 
questions. We ask how we can close the achieve-
ment gap. We ask how can we get reluctant high 
school students to read or, at the very least, we ask 
how can we get the reluctant learners engaged in 
learning. The real question is: what does each high 
school student in America need to know and be 
able to do to live in a racially and economically 
divided global society? We need as educators to 
focus the learning of poor teens and teens of color 
on the dynamics of the realities of their lives. We 
need to be critical friends who engage in critical 
pedagogy with our urban, and I would venture, 
suburban youth.  

At this stage in my journey as an educator, 
facilitator, school coach, and technical assistance 
provider, I work in a variety of contexts. My most 
rewarding work is working and interacting with 
high school students from around the country. 
Whether I am working with or interacting with 
Matt Brown, a student at The High School for the 
Recording Arts in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, or Jermina, 
Ashley or Batelle, stu-
dents at CEO Leadership 
Academy in Milwaukee, 
there are consistent prac-
tices that engage each of 
these students in critical 
and crucial ways. The 
educators who engage, 
teach, transform, support 
and help to develop these 
students and students like 
them engage in critical pedagogy. It is by under-
standing critical pedagogy; it is by developing a 
critical pedagogy stance as an educator; and it is 
through the consistent application and practice of 
critical pedagogy both in and outside a classroom 
setting that an educator or any conscious adult is 
able to build bridges across generational difference, 
across gender difference, across differences in life 
experiences to transform the lives of marginalized, 
disengaged high school students.

Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, defines 
critical pedagogy as a teaching approach which 
attempts to help students question and challenge 

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 par-
ent 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, noth-
ing against them, but it’s just not, I don’t feel com-
fortable because we [teachers] do talk about kids.”

Again, Laura discusses how teachers venting 
frustrations or getting other ideas with fellow teach-
ers 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 alter-
native congregational spaces for interactions and 
discussions about practice. Empty classrooms, 

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 teach-
ers 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 talk-
ing 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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The question is not “how do 
we close the achievement gap.” 
Underlying that question is the 
assumption that if urban kids 
scored at or above the scores of 
white suburban kids, everything 
would be all right.
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There’s an old saying: “If we keep doing things 
the way we have always done them, then we 
will keep getting the same results we have 

always had.”
And that is fine, if the results we have always 

had are what we want them to be. But – if they 
are not what we want 
them to be, then we 
have to be willing to 
change our way of 
doing business; in the 
words of educator 
Victor Cary, we need 
to interrupt business as 
usual, to create change 
and to achieve a differ-
ent kind of result.

The issue of racial 
equity and achieve-
ment is simply too 
important for us to 
push aside, even if we have talked about it before; 
even if it makes others uncomfortable.

So what are we to do about it in Brookline 
School District and at Runkle School?

In the three years since Brookline began its 
equity project, with a goal of eliminating the racial 
achievement gap, we have looked at clear and 
compelling data that tells us that not all of our stu-
dents are making a successful academic journey 
through our schools. Black and Latino children are 
disproportionately underrepresented in the upper 
tiers of our classes whether it is on measures like 
MCAS, DRA’s, or classroom-based teacher-devel-
oped assessments. And, these same groups of stu-
dents are over-represented in special education pro-
grams and on the list of students sent to the office.

Many of my colleagues have heard me use 
the analogy of a class field trip: If a teacher takes 
a class of twenty children on a field trip and at the 
end of the day returns with just nineteen of them, 
he or she could say: “I brought back nineteen out 
of twenty – that is 95% – that’s an A so that’s a 
pretty good result.” 

I think it is safe to say that none of us would 
find it acceptable if we lost even one child on a 
class trip.

Yet, year in and year out, we are losing more 
than one child per class on the academic journey 
from grade to grade. In order to change this result 
we must interrupt business as usual. We must chal-
lenge an underlying, often unspoken, belief that 

may be held by some teachers that it is okay if 
some children don’t learn, that it is not realistic to 
think that they will all get it.

The racial achievement gap in America’s 
schools today can be, in the long run, every bit as 
life-threatening as the idea of losing a child on a 

field trip. If you believe, as I 
do, that education is the key 
that opens the door to a more 
fulfilled and satisfying life, 
then our failure to educate 
well the children of color in 
our classrooms effectively 
determines for many of them 
the downward trajectory of 
their lives.

Doug Reeves at Harvard 
has put this to us directly: If a 
student needs help in math or 
reading, what difference does 
it make what the student’s 

race is? There is not “African-American math” or 
“Hispanic geometry” -- let’s just give all students 
GOOD math and GOOD writing. Therefore, when 
the issue is planning curriculum, assessment, and 
effective teaching strategies, the only “subgroup” 
that matters is who has met the standard and who 
needs additional help. This is the first part of a two-
part conversation.

But the second part of this conversation is 
one that goes to the heart of equity: If we do not 
acknowledge that there are differences based on 
gender, race, economic status, and language, then 
we will never admit that there is a problem.

Call it “Educational 12-step” – the first step is 
admitting, “I’m Doug, and even though I’m not a 
bigot, I’ve got to admit that poor and minority kids 
in my classroom are performing at a level well 
below their Anglo and economically advantaged 
counterparts. I’m not saying that this is my fault, 
but I am admitting that it’s a problem, and that I’ve 
got to be part of the solution.”

The result of this two-part conversation will 
not, I hope, be to create separate math programs 
for minority kids. Rather, we should create specific 
interventions for ANY student who needs help. And 
by conducting the gender, economic, and ethnic 
analysis, we should admit that if we fail to inter-
vene, our failures disproportionately hurt poor and 
minority students.

As we enter 
the fourth year of 

Interrupting Business as Usual:
A Principal’s Reflection on the Equity Project in His District and School
David Summergrad, Massachussetts

(continued on page 16)

Director’s Report...
(continued from page 1)

Instead of intensifying conversations around learn-
ing and teaching as evidenced in authentic assess-
ments, the small schools, smaller learning commu-
nities, themed academies, and the like have gener-
ally suffered from “formitis.” That is, the structure of 
school reform has taken precedence over the more 
difficult conversation about transformation toward 
a new construct. Our system of public schooling 
was never intended to succeed at uni-
versal academic achievement – only 
a small percentage of high school 
students were supposed to receive a 
college preparatory program of study, 
thus maintaining a power elite tied 
to public schooling. The structural 
debates continue to overwhelm us as 
we try to shoehorn a new standard 
into an obsolete construct, the mod-
ern high school. And as we should 
all know by now, the metaphor for 
the modern comprehensive academic 
neighborhood high school is a fac-
tory.

I recently had the privilege of attending the 
National Academy Foundation (NAF) conference in 
Orlando. NAF is an organization that helps schools 
create career academies as part of a smaller learn-
ing community approach. NAF has been at this 
for quite some time and has learned and grown 
along with the larger school reform community. The 
foundation’s programs, while not panaceas, are well 
thought out, well researched and resourced, and 
delivered respectfully with their school and school 
district partners.

The president of NAF is John Ferrandino, an 
accomplished urban educator working on his 
second retirement. John previously held a senior 
superintendent position in New York where he was 
responsible for supervising and evaluating scores of 
high schools and high school teachers and princi-
pals. By experience and stature, John Ferrandino is 
a qualified expert on the modern high school.

At the opening of the NAF conference after the 
usual preambles, niceties, and thank-yous, John 
began speaking of the modern high school with 
passion and from deep personal experience. Part-
way through his informal talk he declared with full 
emotion, that “high school sucks for kids – they 
survive, not thrive.” The room was silent – awed but 
silent – and John continued with his talk and the 
program, as naturally as if nothing had been said. 
But it was said and the truth was out. There was a 

palpable and collective nod, the unspoken was 
spoken of publicly and the charge was to take note 
and take responsibility for change. It was a simple 
statement, placed openly and honestly in front of a 
friendly audience who saw their work as responsive 
to the conditions they face. 

In that one sentence, John framed the conver-
sation for a group of co-conspirators for change. 

While perhaps not 
universally reject-
ing the high school 
construct wholesale, 
this group of educa-
tors knew why they 
were seated in that 
ballroom and that at 
least some change 
was necessary. And 
I was encouraged. 
For as we all know, 
the current schooling 
conditions, whether 

large or small, for most poor children and chil-
dren of color are akin to what Deborah Meier has 
recently described as “Dickensian drudge mills.”

As I continue traveling the country reacquaint-
ing myself with old friends and meeting new col-
leagues, I am increasingly encouraged by a shift I 
am noticing in the conversation toward instruction. 
There are decidedly encouraging and discouraging 
aspects of this shift, but I do feel a shift back to the 
understanding that what is most important in the 
whole school reform conversation is the experience 
of the child, the quality of her experience, and 
the equity of outcome attached to meeting each 
child’s needs and interests. That is not to say we 
have resolved structural issues nor that the increas-
ing accountability demands will not come crashing 
down from their own weight, but perhaps, just per-
haps, we are entering an era when we can finally 
stop tinkering with the construct of the modern 
high school toward inventing the next iteration of 
post-elementary schooling.

We have the power to decide what our schools 
ought to be. We can be a voice for play as the way 
children learn best, and as children age through 
our system we can carefully guide them, as Dewey 
would argue, from the psychological to the logi-
cal. We can embrace accountability as evidenced 
through the highest of locally devised, debated, 
and demonstrated stan-
dards, and as we did (continued on page 19)
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Fear, Mistrust, and Misunderstanding in the Teachers’ Lounge: 
An Ethnography
Lynnette Mawhinney, Pennsylvania

Many of us understand the power of col-
laboration and reflective practice within 
Critical Friends Groups. However, we 

need to ask ourselves the question, do teachers 
informally create networks to support their teach-
ing?

Teaching is a characteristically lonely vocation, 
offering the practitioner only limited opportuni-
ties 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 character-
istic which has created an isolationist and alienat-
ing 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 work-
day. Moreover, current edu-
cational 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 sup-
port 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 teach-
ers informally support each others’ teaching. The 
teachers at John E. Farmer School� were inter-
viewed 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 dis-
cussed during their interview how lunch-time was 
important because it helped to alleviate the isola-
tion 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 

� The name of the school and any people are all pseudonyms to 
protect the anonymity of the participants.

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 actu-
ally 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 teach-
ers 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 teach-
ers’ lounge filled with volunteer par-
ents.

“To speak for myself, it’s not that 
I don’t want to socialize with the 
extra staff members who are not pro-
fessional 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 peo-
ple 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-two-
year teacher veteran 
who has been at the 

Interrupting Business as Usual...
(continued from page 6)

(continued on page 14)

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 under-
standing 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 stu-
dents, 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.

Brookline’s Equity Project, we step back and con-
sider the courage required to undertake this effort. 
First of all, it takes courage for a school system 
like Brookline’s to publicly acknowledge this glar-
ing 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 chang-
es we need to make will reach the classrooms. 
Courageous conversations about race and the shar-
ing of best practices are only effective if they con-

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

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 repre-
sent 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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During a recent CFG training, 
“Coaching for Equity” with a group 
of teachers from new small high 

schools throughout North Carolina, I used 
the Four “A”s text-based discussion protocol 
with chapter six — “Changing the Discourse 
in Schools” by Eugene Eubanks, Ralph Parish, 
and Dianne Smith — from Race, Ethnicity, 
and Multiculturalism Policy and Practice 
(edited by Peter Hall, New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1997). As the “rounds” progressed 
from Assumptions to Agree to Argue and to 
Aspire, some people had selected the same 
passage to “Agree with” that others had 
selected to “Argue with.” 

One of the participants pointed this 
out during lunch, and so we returned to an 
extended discussion of the various places in 
the text where this occurred, giving the dif-
fering participants an opportunity to say what 
they “Agreed with” and why, and others what 
they would “Argue with” and why, for the 
same passages. This discussion produced con-
siderably heightened awareness among the 
group, both about each other and about how 
different people bring different perspectives to 
the table — it clearly took us deeper.

Thus, in using the Four “A”s protocol in 
the future, I intend to listen carefully to the 
selections for Agree and Argue, and to create 
a space for an extended conversation focus-
ing on those passages where different people 
choose the same thing about which to Agree 
and to Argue. I also will modify the protocol 
so as to have a discussion after each round of 
hearing from everyone on each “A”, and not 
wait until we have heard from everyone on all 
4 “A”s. Experience tells me this will lead to 
deeper, more meaningful conversations, and 
not just reporting-out.

Dave Lehman can be contacted 
at davelehman@mac.com

Reflection on a “Protocol in Practice”
Dave Lehman, New York

Critical Pedagogy
(continued from page 7)

teach him or her? How do I engage each student in 
critical pedagogy that allows each student to see 
education as a practice of freedom and a place 
where he or she can grow intellectually, spiritual-
ly, and physically in order to help themselves and 
their communities thrive in an uncertain, global 
world.  

The principal of Harambee, a successful 
African-centered K-8 school in Philadelphia, 
told me yesterday that he engages his students in 
“naked” math. He explained naked math as hav-
ing a variety of contexts based on origins, civil 
rights or the practice of freedom. He provided 
the following example of “naked” math with 
this problem: Rosa Parks initiated a bus strike 
that meant that ten-thousand African-American 
people who rode the bus twice a day did not ride 
the bus for a year. The bus fare at that time was 
twenty-five cents. How much money did the bus 
company lose? (The success of Harambee is par-
tially evidenced by the fact that it has received 
an award for making Annual Yearly Projection for 
each of the last two years.) 

Critical pedagogy for any urban male at this 
time would have to center around the incident of 
the fifty shots fired by New York City under-cover 
cops that resulted in the murder of Sean Bell. I 
would have students think critically about this 
incident and I would use Papoose’s rap 50 Shots 
as text. 

My friends, allies, colleagues, and others 
who use the CFG structures to collaborate, I 
challenge us to use critical pedagogy with each 
other and in our CFG groups. I challenge us to 
lose our fear and confront each other in ways 
that push us to be more effective and relevant 
to the lives of our urban high school students who 
are least engaged in public education. Perhaps we 
could begin by engaging in an ongoing, online 
conversation initiated by Debbie Bambino on the 
book Courageous Conversations About Race: A Field 
Guide for Achieving Equity in Schools by Glenn E. 
Singleton and Curtis Linton. If we cannot be critical 
with each other in our work together, then we can-
not work to help end the failures of large numbers of 
African-American, Latino, and poor urban children 
in our American public high schools. Do we have 
the courage, will and skill?   

Camilla Greene can be reached at 
camillagreene@worldnet.att.net

   

In addition to Dave’s comments on going 
deeper with the Four “A”s, I would like to add my 
use of “Application or Action” for the fourth “A.” I 
have found that asking folks to commit to an action 
they will take as a result of our conversation about a 
text connects it directly to our practice with and for 
students.  
- Debbie Bambino, Philadelphia

Four “A”s Text Protocol

Adapted from Judith Gray, Seattle, WA 2005

1.	 The group reads the text silently, highlighting it 
and writing notes in the margin on post-it notes in 
answer to the following four questions (you can 
also add your own “A”s):
•	 What Assumptions does the author of the text 

hold?
•	 What do you Agree with in the text?
•	 What do you want to Argue with in the text?
•	 What parts of the text do you want to Aspire to?

2.	 In a round, have each person identify one 
assumption in the text, citing the text (with page 
numbers, if appropriate) as evidence.

3.	 Either continue in rounds or facilitate a 
conversation in which the group talks about the text 
in light of each of the remaining “A”s, taking them 
one at a time – what do people want to argue with, 
agree with, and aspire to in the text? Try to move 
seamlessly from one “A” to the next, giving each 
“A” enough time for full exploration.

4.	 End the session with an open discussion framed 
around a question such as: What does this mean for 
our work with students? 

5.	 Debrief the text experience.

Online Protocols and Resources

Visit www.nsrfharmony.org for a library of over 250 downloadable protocols and activities! Click on 
the Resources link on the side-bar or Protocol Online from the quick links menu. In the Resources 
section you can also order videos, CDs, browse back issues of Connections, and read archived 
listserv conversations. Access is free and open to the public.

    
The mission of the National 

School Reform Faculty is to foster 
educational and social equity by 
empowering all people involved 

with schools to work collaboratively 
in reflective democratic communities 

that create and support powerful 
learning experiences for everyone.

adopted June 2001

The National School Reform Faculty is 
rooted in four beliefs:

•	School people, working together, can 
make real and lasting improvements in 
their own schools;

•	Teachers and administrators must help 
each other turn theories into practice and 
standards into actual student learning;

•	The key to this effort is the development of 
a “learning community” based on public, 
collaborative examination of both adult 
and student work;

•	To create this community, practitioners 
need high-quality training and sustained 
support.

<

We are fortunate to work in a school system 
that has the resources and the community support 
to enable us to take on these challenges. Our work 
is both incredibly challenging and incredibly impor-
tant. I feel more strongly than ever that we are the 
right group of people to take on these challenges 
together. Let’s get started. 

You can reach David at 
david_summergrad@brookline.k12.ma.us

<

<
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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

<

<

NSRF’s Living History...
(continued from page 12)

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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Center of Activity Report, Washington
Holli Hanson-Moore, Washington

As facilitators of Critical Friends Group 
Seminars, we often hear feedback such as 
“this was the most powerful professional 

development of my career” and “CFGs have helped 
me to examine my practice and collaborate in 
new ways with my colleagues.” The Washington 
State Center of Activity has been offering several 
Beginning and Continuing CFG Seminars for teach-
ers in the region every year during the summer and 
school year. There are a great number of schools 
and organizations that have strong CFGs; many of 
the schools involved in transformation and school 
change attribute much of their success to their 
Critical Friends Groups and the collaborative and 
inquiry-based processes used. So as a region, we 
are very proud of our network, facilitators and par-
ticipants.

But recently, one of our facilitation colleagues 
sent a letter to the area facilitation group, challeng-
ing us to go deeper in our learning together around 
issues of equity.

Though we have discussed issues of equity and 
equity-centered activities, as I read this letter I still 
began to ask myself questions: Do we really under-
stand what it means to focus on equity in our semi-
nars and in our own work? Do we have the tools to 
engage in deep inquiry around issues of equity as a 
facilitation team and at the same time support our 
participants in doing so? What tools do we need to 
develop together? What does it look like to support 
colleagues from diverse backgrounds? How are we 
learning from each other? How do we keep creative 
and passionate with our CFG seminars so it does 
not become about the mechanics of a protocol but 
is truly about improving our schools (and our own 
practice) for each student? How am I modeling cul-
turally competent pedagogy?

The facilitation team 
in the Seattle area is (continued on page 13)

when transforming our schools from an agricultural 
model to an industrial model, we can once again 
find the ability and passion to move from our cur-
rent industrial model to a technological and knowl-
edge model as yet to be invented.

We can decide to hold on to the metaphor of 
size for knowing each child well and taking respon-
sibility for her experience and outcome. We can 
decide that instruction, pedagogy, and the very 
special relationship between child and teacher are 
the most important things we do. We can choose 
to educate most children well and to try our best 
with each child. We can and must find courage 
to face our fears and brace for change. We can 
choose equity over racism and the highest of locally 
devised standards and accountability metrics over 
standardization. And if we can and must, we will.

Steven Strull can be contacted at 
stevenstrull@optonline.net

Upcoming Events

February 7-9 & May 17-18, 2007 
New Coaches Institute, Somerset, NJ

February 15, 2007 
CFG Coaches Clinic, Los Angeles, CA

February 23, 2007 	
Creating & Sustaining Professional Learning 
Communities, Denver, CO

February 24, 2007 - March 31, 2007 
Mondays and Saturdays 	
New Coaches Institute, Houston, TX

February 26 - March 2, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Institute, Pasadena, CA

March 3, 2007 	
NSRF San Antonio Spring Meeting, San 
Antonio, TX

March 26-30, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Institute, Orange Co., CA

June 13-15, 2007 	
CFG Administrators Seminar, Denver, CO

June 18-22, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Seminar, Denver, CO

June 25-29, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Institute, Portland, OR

July 16-20, 2007 	
CFG Coaches Training for School Leaders, 
Keene, NH

July 30 - August 3, 2007 	
CFG New Coaches Institute, Portland, OR

For more information on these events, visit 
www.nsrfharmony.org and click Upcoming 
Events.

To list your event in Connections and/or 
on NSRF’s website, contact Chris Jones at 
812.330.2702

“As we continue to teach, coach, and lead 
in our schools, the evidence of the inequities 
speaks louder and louder. We need to work 
across difference to tune our ears to hear the 
screams in order to interrupt the inequities, 
as we shift our own practices in an effort to 
transition our schools to more equitable and 
proportionate institutions.”
-excerpt from Tanisha Davis Doss’s letter

<

Director’s Report...
(continued from page 15)


