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I explicitly recall having a conversation with 
Nancy Mohr when she, Katy Kelly and I par-
ticipated in the Bay Area Coalition of Essential 

Schools’ (BayCES) Leading for Equity seminar 
in the summer of 2004. I remember thinking, it 
seems like a perfect marriage… if we could inte-
grate BayCES’s equity pedagogy with the processes 
and protocols of NSRF. Lo and behold, it wasn’t 
long afterward that the work began with a few of 
our National Facilitators and BayCES colleagues, 
work that launched the Coaching for Educational 
Equity (CFEE) Seminar in the summer of 2005.   

This particular arti-
cle is intended to put 
to paper some think-
ing around an NSRF 
process, Chalk Talk; 
content that emerged 
from CFEE as a result 
of the partnership 
with BayCES; and the 
Gates Foundation’s 
attributes of high-
achieving schools -rigor, relevance and relation-
ships- for those involved in the national Small 
Schools movement.

As we sought to create agendas for those who 
were interested in professional learning communi-
ties that were a radical departure from business as 
usual, we knew that we had to research, adopt, 
and implement critical pedagogy and practices 
that were engaging and potentially transformative. 
As a group comprised of some of the National 
Facilitators from our CFEE cohort, we continued 
to grapple with processes and content that would 
deepen our practice and intensify the experiences 
of those who passionately wanted to explore 
what it might look like to interrogate, interrupt, 
transition and transform our cognitive and emo-
tional selves as part of our quest to create small, 
personalized, equitable learning communities 
for students. In order to change the predictable 
outcomes for unsuccessful/traditionally low-per-
forming students, we asked ourselves “How could 
we begin our seminars by setting the conditions 
for participants to be reflective and interrogate 
their own values, beliefs and assumptions about 
schools in order to recognize what they actually 
believe to be true about the purpose of schools?” 
We wanted to bring to the surface what partici-
pants actually believe and challenge them to think 
differently about how to redesign learning envi-
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ronments so that they would yield a different set 
of results for students who had been neither com-
pliant nor appropriately involved in school.

As most educators do, we went with what 
we knew, but allowed ourselves to be challenged 
to be far more rigorous and recreate the experi-
ences that would stretch us and the participants. 
We shared with each other our individual and 
collective experiences from working around the 
country, where we witnessed various attempts at 
starting new small schools. Unfortunately, we saw 
that most new small schools, after a year or two, 

began to look very 
much like many 
others. From our 
collective obser-
vations and data 
compiled from 
national and local 
reports on school 
achievement, most 
new high schools 
were turning out to 

be miniature replicas of large comprehensive high 
schools with minimal changes in performance 
results or adult/student relationships. Having 
the experiences of serving as a director of creat-
ing new small schools, advocating for them and 
coaching in them, I took the liberty of putting my 
own spin on what we conventionally know as the 
Chalk Talk. 

Chalk Talk: its purpose was clear and familiar 
in most contexts, but for the onset of a seminar, 
it was not sufficiently provocative in getting par-
ticipants to think differently about how to create 
school cultures and establish relationships and 
instructional practices that would get a different 
set of outcomes for students who historically had 
been least served and were yet the most needy. 

Triple Chalk Talk
How could we preserve and protect the 

integrity of Chalk Talk while increasing its rigor, 
relationship and relevance to the content which 
was to follow? The responses to that question lead 
to the “Triple Chalk Talk.” The thought was to ask 
not just one question, but three that would cause 
people to enter a space of dissonance- dissonance 
that was intended to direct us inward and call to 
the fore that which was both personal and profes-
sional, cognitive and 
emotional. (continued on page 18)
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Reflection quotes:

Warm
• Our facilitators did an excellent job of meet-

ing all needs of our group.
• Incredible! This was an unbelievably relevant 

and productive conference.
• Thank you for bringing in Gloria Merriex. 

She was quite an inspiration. What an amaz-
ing “giver” she is.

• We worked together more deeply than any 
other group I have ever been a part of!

• I plan to do this work at my school. I think 
this is a great way to look at and learn from 
student work.

Cool
• I would like more “nuts and bolts” informa-

tion/resources about how to implement SLCs 
within different school settings.

• I was disappointed in the facilitation of my 
Home Group. It felt like the main facilitator 
was teaching us. The focus seemed to be on 
acting as a CFG rather than on deepening 
any aspect of our facilitation. Not much pro-
cessing – and even sometimes, no debrief.

• As far as I could tell issues of equity were 
not part of the ongoing conversation.

• Time was rushed but meaningful.
• I brought student work and was disappointed 

I did not get to present.
<

year fatigue to be with their groups. Similarly, this 
fall the school superintendent proposed a pro-
gram based on CFG protocols for teacher leaders. 
This developed into our TFT (Teacher Facilitator 
Training) program. The TFT was designed to pro-
vide two to three day training for all teacher lead-
ers to become facilitators of CFG protocols for all 
school meetings and collaboration on every team 
across the school. The intent of this program was 
to initiate a kind of systemic CFG presence across 
the school to provide equity, voice, and effective-
ness in meetings at every level. 

I cannot help but be disappointed that the 
essential work of teachers sharing their teaching 
practices and strategies in the context of comfort-
able community circles is not moving forward as 
quickly as I would like. I am encouraged, how-
ever, by the positive reactions of many of my col-
leagues as they are exposed to the protocols in 
areas like full faculty meetings, key accreditation 
committees involving parents, admin, and teach-
ers, as well as developing programs like teacher 
assistant training, parent education groups, and 
high school student associations. That’s not to say 
that we have found no resistance to the use of 
protocols, but what began as an October cohort of 
15 participants is moving into a scope of accep-
tance and use across an organization of hundreds. 
Indeed, as we get ready to go back to school after 
the Chinese New Year break, I feel that, by and 
large, the majority of teachers in this faculty of 
about 300 are feeling the community building 
power of the conversations that CFG protocols 
bring to their professional lives. 

Julie Lindsay can be contacted at 
julie.lindsay@saschina.org 

Instead, those of us who remained met to debrief 
the meting and discuss plans for the next Winter 
Meeting.

The 2009 Winter Meeting, which will be our 
lucky 13, will be held in Texas, where we will be 
hosted by no fewer than three NSRF Centers of 
Activity- Houston A+ Challenge, The Urban Forum 
for Leadership and Learning/Houston Independent 
School District, and San Antonio NSRF Center at 
Trinity University. We look forward to seeing you all 
again next January!

Sarah Childers can be reached at 
schilders@nsrfharmony.org

For more Winter Meeting follow-up, includ-
ing evaluation results and please visit our website, 

www.nsrfharmony.org.

<

Shanghai American School
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In December, nearly 300 teachers, educational 
leaders, school administrators and researchers 
gathered in Tampa, Florida, for the 12th Annual 

NSRF Winter Meeting. Participants hailed from all 
over, coming from as far away as Washington State, 
Maine and even China to take part in NSRF’s larg-
est annual event. Thanks to our partnership with the 
Lastinger Center for Learning, University of Florida 
and our 
Florida 
Center of 
Activity, 
we also 
welcomed 
more than 
a third of 
our total 
partici-
pants from 
Florida, 
a state 
where 
NSRF work is becoming a staple of the professional 
development work of many schools and districts.

Preceding the Winter Meeting, NSRF also 
hosted two other sessions: the 3rd Annual NSRF 
Research Forum, and for the first time, Core 
Principles of Critical Friendship, which served as an 
introductory session for those new to the work of 
NSRF. Both of these sessions were resounding suc-
cesses, and you can look for them to again precede 
the next Winter Meeting.

We kicked off the Winter Meeting with a wel-
come from our Director, Steven Strull, and an ener-
gizing presentation that personified some of NSRF’s 
core beliefs about teaching and learning. Ms. 
Gloria Merriex and her class of fifth graders came 

all the way 
from Duval 
Elementary 
School, a 
five-hour 
drive, to 
be with us 
Thursday 
morning at 
9 am and 
share their 
incredible 
practice 

of revolutionary math instruction. Through song, 
rhythm, and call-and-response, Ms. Merriex teaches 
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her students complex mathematical theories and 
skills, with which most of our NSRF audience was 
not able to keep pace. They left us all excited and 
motivated to continue our work toward improved 
student achievement in our home groups.

Participants spent the rest of day one, all of day 
two and most of day three in their home groups, 
working with experienced facilitators on the issues 
of most importance to them, building their skills 
and reflecting on their practice. Some representa-
tive comments from participants about their home 
group experiences are:

• This is the best home group I’ve had in three 
Winter Meetings.

• My group quickly functioned well, thanks to 
the facilitators and the openness of the mem-
bers.

• We really became a “home group” and are 
going to try to maintain our group online – that 
says a lot!

Friday night we took some time to relax and 
enjoy our time together with Fiesta Cubana, our 
Cuban-themed party. We enjoyed the music of 
Sol Caribe and the beautiful Tampa weather, until 
it rained and we moved the party inside. The rain 
didn’t dampen the spirit of the party, and what was 
probably the most popular NSRF party to date kept 
going well past the appointed end time!

Saturday morning, we were glad to be able 
to have Dr. Rudy Crew, Superintendent of Miami-
Dade County Public Schools, as our keynote 
speaker. He 
closed out 
our meet-
ing with an 
inspirational 
speech (tran-
script and 
video online) 
that set the 
charge for 
participants 
on their 
way home 
to continue 
their work and learning, for the sake of students. 

Due to a big winter storm moving in, most par-
ticipants who had planned to stay for the scheduled 
Centers Council Meeting Saturday afternoon had 
to leave, so the meet-
ing was cancelled. 

Getting to the questions
My input for changing our choice of ques-

tions was informed by a meeting I had with Lisa 
Delpit, where she recommended that I read her 
article Educators as “Seed People” Growing a New 
Future. This article was coupled with our CFEE 
reading of The Nature of Discourse(s) in Education 
(aka Changing the Discourse in Schools) by Eugene 
Eubanks, Ralph Parish and Dianne Smith. After mul-
tiple readings and discussions, I questioned what, 
then, the difference is between Delpit’s defini-
tions of “education” vs. “schooling,” and Eubanks, 
Parrish and Smith’s discourses of traditional talk and 
schooling that perpetuates and propagates “social 
reproduction” vs. transformation- what is vs. what 
could be? Juxtaposed between these two constructs, 
the critical question we had to then ask was– “what 
is equity?” (After we’ve interrogated our assump-
tions and beliefs and interrupted inequities, how do 
we begin to transition and ultimately transform our-
selves, in order to transform others?) Posing these 
three questions:

• What is schooling?
• What is education?
• What is equity?

just might get us to a point of challenging not just 
etymologies, but also educators’ understanding and 
manifestation of these beliefs in schools, benefit-
ing students and their families and, consequently, 
society. 

Testing out Triple Chalk Talk
How can we get to transformation and not 

simply reproduce unsuccessful high schools on a 
smaller scale? As some of us began to wrestle with 
the questions ourselves, we were amazed at the dis-
sonance that it caused within each of us and among 
the participants, and at the revelation that what 
they were doing in their schools that would eventu-
ally only get them to the same results as the schools 
they sought to change. 

The mere suggestion of changing the structure 
and content of the Chalk Talk was met with some 
trepidation. Because we were an “out of the box” 
and mixed group of facilitators across difference, 
we agreed to take the risk and support each other 
in the facilitation and debrief of the process.

The Triple Chalk Talk afforded us the opportu-
nity to get participants’ thoughts on the landscape, 
inviting them to grapple with common terms in 
uncommon ways in order to assess where they were 
as we began the journey of identification, inter-

ruption, transition and transformation. Rigorous, 
yes. Relationships- we asked ourselves and our 
participants what the relationships were between 
the three terms, and also what the relevance was 
of posing the three questions within the context 
of our seminar and their schools. These questions 
were asked in the debrief and we’ve always been 
surprised at the outcome. We oftentimes stood in 
angst, confusion, enlightenment and clarification 
with more questions- a deeper reflection on prac-
tice in schools- and a yearning for ways to truly 
create something radically different, not only for 
the students and parents, but also for the educators 
who yearned for greater satisfaction in what they 
were doing for their students and school communi-
ties.

On facilitation…
I also learned that the facilitators’ rationale for 

using this protocol with these questions should be 
made clear before it is implemented. Depending 
upon the purpose for using Chalk Talk, it can be 
counterproductive, or an escape route for address-
ing equity superficially, if it is only intended to 
be used as a “silenced” dialogue. If the equity 
dialogue isn’t unpacked and connected to other 
curricular components to deepen understandings 
throughout the seminar, it is insufficient- and dare I 
say irresponsible- to open and shut the dialogue at 
the Chalk Talk. For those who want to hide behind 
their discomfort in pressing for public conversa-
tions about the issues that beset the poor, the mar-
ginalized, children of color and other victims of 
bias and discrimination, it can be a way to “bring 
it up” without “taking it up.” While there’s safety 
and anonymity in the Chalk Talk, it does a disser-
vice to simply create silent spaces to name inequi-
ties without the proper curricular connections and 
skilled facilitation to allow participants to verbalize 
their thoughts and feelings that surface as a result 
of “doing the protocol”; without then creating and 
holding the space to un-silence the dialogue.

Another point that may seem minor to some 
was incredibly important and telling to me. As I 
watched the Triple Chalk Talks play out, I began 
to notice that while they happened in differing 
locales, the questions repeatedly ended up being 
placed in a similar order. First and/or second were 
the questions “What is education?” and “What is 
schooling?” usually placed in close proximity to 
one another. Then, in 
another distant space, 
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Dr. Rudy Crew
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A home group

Duval Elementary students “solve it!”
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