the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

National
School
Reform
Faculty

Harmony 909 East Second Street
Education Bloomington, IN 47401
Center

inter meeting
nsrf w

Connections
Director’s Report

Fall 2008

Steven Strull, Director

O

houston, texas
january 15th – 17th, 2009
Non-Profit Org
U.S. Postage
PAID
Bloomington, IN
Permit No. 327

register online now!
nsrfharmony.org

n Privilege: my day yesterday had me
thinking a lot about privilege – privilege
that I routinely access and privilege
beyond my reach, and I had to consider, alone in
my thoughts, the reality of the privileges of others
that I would not consider privilege at all. It was
specifically the privilege of freedom, opportunity,
and advantage that occupied my thoughts.
It appeared as an ordinary day on my calendar, yet as I made my way through its routines,
especially toward the end, I had many moments
of pause as I considered my relationship to and
my reactions toward privilege.
I began my day working with a group of principals who have opened new high schools within
a middle school building in East Flatbush – an
area of central Brooklyn that just about everyone
agrees hasn’t gone the route of hipsters and gentrification. Specifically, the neighborhood is in the
“East 50s” a geographic distinction that is lost on
all but those who live there, as I would soon find
out.
After our meeting, one of the principals
invited me to lunch, and we decided to walk a
couple of blocks to the local diner on the corner
of a side street and a major Brooklyn thoroughfare. On the way to the diner I commented to
my colleague how nice the local housing stock
was – mostly brick row houses arranged neatly
on perpendicular side streets with a more major
road intersecting every four blocks or so. It was
mid-day and there was not a lot of activity. We
commented on a few of the houses; the principal
reminded me that the “feel” of the neighborhood changes as mid-day gives way to late afternoon and evening, and we commiserated about
how tough and pervasive the gang issues were
this past school year. We entered the diner and
ordered our lunch.
Over lunch, we picked up the conversation
again, and the principal reiterated a conversation he had had with a local elected official. In
reviewing the neighborhood and where the children attending the schools came from a distinction was made between the “East 50s” and the

“East 90s” the two areas of this particular part
of Brooklyn that are separated by a single road.
The official commented on how he must bring
“extra security” whenever he attends a function
in the East 90s, and was sending his message to
the principal, being that these two areas, while
connected, are decidedly different. As one travels
east from central to eastern Brooklyn, the neighborhoods are indeed different – there is a higher
concentration of both apartments and subsidized
housing from East Flatbush through East New
York and an assumption that poverty is a greater
issue in the latter. My own biases draw me to
conclude that not many in any of these areas
would consider themselves advantaged economically, and I think we would commonly refer to
these areas as lower middle class to abject poverty with everything in between. As I left the area,
I suppose I began to notice things a little differently. Perhaps I was examining my surroundings,
but thoughts of privilege really didn’t occur to me
until later in the day.
Yesterday was a Friday – specifically a Friday
in summer – which meant by late afternoon,
I had joined my family at our beach club; our
summer vacation. While living in New York these
past five years or so, my family has belonged to a
beach club on the south shore of Long Island on
Atlantic Beach – it can be one of the most magnificent places any(continued on page 10)
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we spend as much of our summer as possible. We
share a small cabana (wooden shack with shower)
with two other families, we have direct access to
the Atlantic Ocean and there’s a swimming pool
and concession stand. We even have a “cabana
boy” (read Flamingo Kid) and my children attend
camp there as well. It provides us with the most
amazing family time I can imagine, and it is how
we choose to spend our summers. As I arrived that
Friday afternoon I began to think about my opportunity to even have such a choice, and I acknowledged my thankfulness for my circumstance. My
thoughts then returned for a bit to the East 50s in
Brooklyn; I still hadn’t quite landed on privilege, but
I knew I was thinking about something.
Normally, we would stay at the beach, give the
kids dinner and showers and they would pass out
on the ride home. Last night was not normal. We
were invited as “guests”, along with some friends,
to the local country club – a pretty exclusive place
that we rarely access, yet is completely local to my
neighborhood. It’s close enough that we ride around
it on our bicycles, always around the perimeter, yet
rarely visit. In country clubs, at least the few that I
have been to, there are members, guests, and workers – with an unspoken (usually) code among them.
I began participating and observing, making eye
contact and little comments with Michelle, my wife
and partner, and the thoughts came flooding in as
an insight. I was replaying my day in bits and pieces, thoughts and images, and the notion of privilege
came washing over me.
In the span of a day I had experienced privilege at three different levels: a distinction in central
Brooklyn that was a new discovery for me; the
feeling of my own privilege and my appreciation
I experience for it; and a level of privilege that is
beyond my own economic circumstance that I am
near to but not a part of.
I also had to consider race as it was staring
me in the face all day long. Central Brooklyn and
the children who attend school in that part of New
York are overwhelmingly, if not exclusively, people
of color – a mix of African-Americans, Caribbean
Americans, Africans and Latinos and Latinas – and
almost all of the children attending school receive
free or reduced price lunches, a true metric of poverty. Two of the four principals I worked with that
morning are African-American, two are white, and
all, by definition, are middle or upper middle class.
At the beach club, the membership is almost exclusively white and predominately Jewish; the cabana
10 Fall 2008

boys are of the community and the sons of our
neighbors, yet the maintenance staff are all people
of color – a pretty stark distinction linked to who
does what for the members, who are seen and who
are unseen. At the private country club, the membership and guests were all white and overwhelmingly Jewish, while the wait staff were people of
color or recent white immigrants – immigrants not
too dissimilar from my own grandparents. Race and
privilege were front and center for me; there were
no easy correlates to define what privilege went
with which race...yet there were tendencies that
were hard to ignore.
My goal in thinking and writing about my day
and about privilege is not to offer a sermon or
pretend that I have some unique insight. But as I
considered this particular day with all the ideas,
thoughts and feelings it showed me, I found myself
turning to the mission of NSRF, our work of fostering equity and some newer work, from within our
network, of interrupting inequity.
At our recent Accountability Council meeting
we began wrestling with the issue of equity and,
for the first time, wondered aloud if a fault line had
emerged between our theoretical understanding of
our mission and its practical implications. Indeed,
when is it appropriate to foster equity and when
might it be necessary to interrupt inequity? Who
decides? Can two seemingly oppositional ideas be
mutually compatible? How might this be a competing tension that we can all learn from? Is there right
and wrong? Truth? Whose truth? Is race the only
difference to consider when choosing a facilitation
team? Or is that just the easiest to discern? Or do
race and racism trump all other similarities and
differences? Do the principals of color in Brooklyn
have more in common with the children they are
charged with teaching or with their white colleagues? What does “across difference” mean in
this context?
These are big questions for NSRF and big questions for our schools. Some other questions I bet
folks are thinking about as another school year
begins: Do we really know how to teach everyone
to read? How come only 50% of urban children
graduate from high school in four years? Is this the
best history curriculum? Who should pick the principal? How big should our classes be? How many
fire drills do we have to do before December?
Can I really spend a month on estimation? What’s
“Facebook” again?
Winter play? Fall
(continued on page 11)
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ebbie Almontaser built on her teaching
career and history of “interfaith activism
and outreach across the boundaries of race,
ethnicity and religion”1 to reach her dream of opening a school that would focus on Arab culture and
language. Her vision was that the multicultural curriculum and environment of the
school would help students to
become “ambassadors of peace
and hope.” However, days
after her school’s plans were
announced, she and the school
board began receiving threats
and criticism based not on Ms.
Almontaser’s activities, record or
career, but on her religion. Ms.
Almontaser is a Muslim immigrant from Yemen.
The Khalil Gibran
International Academy (KGIA), a
public school in New York City,
New York, opened in September
of 2007. The school is funded
in part by the American-Jewish
World Service and the Christian
Children’s Fund, and was
planned in conjunction with
the Lutheran Medical Center
and American-Arab AntiDiscrimination Committee2.
However, before the school
Ms. Debbie Almontaser
even opened its doors, Ms.
Almontaser was forced to step
down as the founding principal under a hailstorm of
attacks. They began when a T-shirt reading “Intifada
NYC” was made by Arab Women in Art and Media,
an organization operating with the support of Saba:
The Association of American Yemenis, where Ms.
Almontaser is a board member. This slogan caused
alarm, with the New York Post declaring that the
shirts called for “a Gaza-style uprising in the Big
Apple,” as well as “pro-violence,” “glorify(ing)
Palestinian terror,” and calling Ms. Almontaser
“revolting.”3
Fueled by the fear generated by the T-shirts, a
movement began against the school generally and
Ms. Almonstaser specifically. Those opposing the
school claimed that the school’s true purpose was
not what it seemed – that in fact it’s goal was to
indoctrinate students into Islam and turn them into
terrorists.4
Local parents, with the help of national antiConnections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

Muslim firebrand Daniel Pipes, formed a group
called Stop the Madrassa. Their website reveals a
frightening array of anti-Muslim slander and spin,
which is used as justification of their views on the
school. Most of their arguments against the school
are comprised of inciting fear of the “other” by
naming the school a madrassa (an
Arabic word meaning “school”
that has taken on a negative connotation in the media), using
the word “intifada” as described
above, using Ms. Almontaser’s
birth name, Dhabah, instead of
the name she has chosen to use
professionally (Debbie) and playing a sketchy game of connect
the dots between Ms. Almontaser
and KGIA and any organization
with a Muslim-sounding name.
Mr. Pipes sees the emergence of the school as just one
in a string of nation-wide occurrences of Muslims “imposing
their religious values in the public
domain.”5 Simple accommodations for people with lifestyles
and values different from the
dominant culture, such as a local
pool holding hours for womenonly, or Muslims running for
political office, are interpreted
by Mr. Pipes as a “soft jihad,” or
a slow insinuation of Islam and
Muslims into American society – something he says
should be feared and fought. Even teaching the
Arabic language in school, according to Pipes, is a
gateway to terrorism.
Since the school’s opening, lawsuits have been
filed by Ms. Almontaser and Stop the Madrassa,
both against one another and the New York
Department of Education. The students at the
school have been subjected to a chaotic environment of the press at the front doors and continuing
public scrutiny.
Across the country, innumerable schools are
preparing to begin a new school year, during
which they will doubtless offer foreign language
and bilingual instruction. In New York alone, 200
small schools focusing on Chinese, French or
Russian will begin classes again. The Khalil Gibran
International Academy
will be reopening in a
(continued on page 13)
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ince evolving our CFG Coaches trainings to be
Equity Based and – for the sake of our most
underserved students – explicitly prioritizing
race (at least for the weeklong institute), we have
learned much about the dynamics and reactions
that can be expected as our curriculum and community develop across the intensive week and as
participants face and assess their individual journeys and roles within our educational system.
Common is the “This is not all about race”
statement. Another argument is “Race doesn’t
matter if we love and respect each other,” suggesting that our goodwill and
behaviors will counter the
impacts of the larger sociological impacts issue of racism within our classes. Our
recent Equity Based-CFG
training with the North
Carolina Department of
Public Instruction proved
to be no exception to
the rule. Following a rich
and deep discussion as to
whether or not race matters in good education,
one of our participants
could not stop thinking
about the discussion, even
after he had gone home for
the evening. He returned
the next day and offered
the following reflection
during Connections. – Greg Peters, California
Race Matters
John Patrick Moran
Race matters.
It mattered when I was introduced to Dorothy Counts
on the steps she previously climbed
on a journey to integrate Harding High.
And as I looked into this face of greatness,
I realized that race matters.
Race matters.
It mattered when I walked up those same steps
to join the faculty of Irwin Avenue and when I
introduced myself, one teacher turned to another,
and said, “I don’t need to talk to no white man.”
Race matters.
6
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It mattered within the inner halls of these same steps
when segregation played itself out and I have to ask
myself:
if race doesn’t matter, why have we let history repeat
itself?
And most importantly, what is my role in changing it?
Race matters.
It matters every time my partner and I go out into
the world:
One black man with one white one,
and I have to ask if race doesn’t matter:
why do I sometimes see the
face of indifference?
Race matters
It matters then and today, I
believe it matters still.
To believe otherwise am I not
denying my own history?
Are we not denying our collective struggle?
Our connected story?
I am not color blind for to
believe that I am denotes sameness
Denies not only who I am as a
white man
with a story and a heritage of
his own,
wrought with the same struggles and triumphs as yours,
but a man unique in this difference.
I am not color blind for to believe that I am denies
who you are.
Your story.
Your heritage.
And the legacy you wish to leave.
And if I could leave you with one final thought: in
my life and especially in my work as well as my
relationships with the rest of you, will this difference be something to loathe and hate? Or instead,
will it be something that needs to be embraced
and celebrated. Today I choose the latter.
<

Greg Peters can be contacted at
gpeter@sfcess.org
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for public schools. Academy members also visited
the Newseum’s seven floors of exhibits (newseum.
org) and the National Archives and attended Os
Guinness’s talk on his newly released book, The
Case for Civility.
By the Academy’s closing moves, this already
passionate and committed group of educators had
renewed their energy and enthusiasm for democratic practices in their schools, enlarged their repertoire of tools and strategies for leading change that
ensures all voices are honored and valued and connected to a community of learners who share their
commitments.
“I used to think I was listening to everyone, but
now I know I was just listening to myself.”
“I used to think the emphasis on testing limited
the possibilities for student voice, but now I know
student voice can and will be heard!”
“I used to think I was in a desert, but now I
know I’m not.”
“I used to think our issues were unique, but
now I know we’re all in this together.”
The week of the Academy was just the beginning. The Five Freedoms Project aspires to support
all those involved in democratic schooling and to
build a network of people committed to ensuring
all young people are seen and heard. I hope you’ll
consider joining us!
<

dance? Special Ed? ELL? Suspensions? Recess?
Lunch? Breakfast? Grading? NCLB? Testing? Class
rank? Reading groups? PD? NSRF? – yes, critical
friendship – where’s my group?
The new school year is an opportunity to
renew our
friendships
How will I become
– critical as well
a better learner and
as collegial.
teacher? How will I fosThose of us in
NSRF enter the
ter equity? Will I need to
new school
interrupt inequity? What
year looking
will be different and
for our groups,
what the same? What
our peeps, our
child will I reach? Who
Critical Friends
Groups. There is
will reach me?
anticipation for
the first meeting – what text will we read? Which protocol will
we use? Whose student will we learn more about?
How will I become a better learner and teacher?
How will I foster equity? Will I need to interrupt
inequity? What will be different and what the
same? What child will I reach? Who will reach me?
I always love the beginning of school – even
though it’s the end of summer and autumn is upon
us, for school people, September feels like a new
beginning. As I enter this school year I wonder if
and hope that my practice will be different – more
equitable, more aware. I continue to consider the
role privilege plays in my life and in the lives of
the people I work with. I wonder how NSRF will
continue to critically examine the role of privilege
and equity in our work and how we will work to
achieve our mission through the joint constructs of
critical friendship and facilitative leadership.
My mother always taught me that on the first
day of school, for good luck, you were supposed
to both leave the house and enter the schoolhouse
with your right foot first. The consequences for
disrespecting this superstition would be dire yet
unnamed. I still do it every year, and by the time
this edition of Connections hits your mailbox, I will
have done it again. Good luck to all of you and to
all of our children as we embark on another critical school year.
<

Kim Carter can be contacted at
kimelcee@gmail.com

The Five Freedoms Project: Entry Points
The Five Freedoms Project believes that
America’s young people need educators who
can do more than raise test scores; they need
leaders who spark student learning by creating
schools in which everyone has voice, value and
visibility. We also believe our democracy needs
individuals with more than a vague awareness
of the First Amendment’s five freedoms (religion, speech, press, assembly and petition); it
needs a new generation of citizens who utilize
those rights in order to follow their consciences,
speak out for justice and organize for change.
For more information visit fivefreedoms.org or
nsrfharmony.org/connections.html
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