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The experience of everyone who has coached 
or participated in a Critical Friends Groups 
(CFG) suggests that the support of the school 

principal is an important factor in implementing 
and sustaining CFGs. In fact this was one of the 
findings of the very first study carried out around 
NSRF work (Dunne, Nave & Lewis, 2000). This 
study found that, “Principals who failed to actively 
support the work of CFGs were the greatest hin-
drances to their success.” However, as often hap-
pens, this study, raised other important questions. 

One question was, “How could principals who 
work in very fragmented, isolated, competitive ways 
ever learn to value and support the collaborative, 
reflective, learning-centered work that happens in 
CFGs?” Two groups of school leaders whose work I 
have documented have tried a very simple answer 
to this question: They 
learned about CFG work 
by doing it themselves. 

 
The District Team

The first study 
focused on one subur-
ban district’s administra-
tive team (superinten-
dent, assistant superin-
tendents, principals, and 
directors – 19 members). 
The superintendent, 
frustrated by the lack of collaboration and focus 
on issues of teaching and learning on the admin-
istrative team, convened the team in a monthly 
CFG- like format. The group used the Collaborative 
Assessment Conference as a vehicle to look at 
student work, raise issues of teaching learning and 
connect those issues to administrative practice. A 
National Facilitator agreed to coach the group, and 
I documented the work. The goal was to meet in 
this format for one school year. 

The first meeting confirmed the superinten-
dent’s notion that the group was neither collabora-
tive nor focused on teaching and learning. The 
group was clearly meeting only at the insistence 
of the superintendent, and was suspicious both 
of the facilitator and my documentation of the 
work. Nor was the group particularly interested in 
issues of teaching and learning. Comments such 
as “Principals negotiate their contracts individually 
here and there is a history of distrust” and ‘There is 
talk about instructional leadership, but principals 
are not instructional leaders, and should not try to 

be” were typical in the first meeting.
Despite the lack of trust, and collaborative 

and reflective capacity, the group began to use the 
Collaborative Assessment Conference to look at 
student work. Initially, the group struggled with the 
protocol. However, by the third session, the group 
had learned the protocol and comments such as 
“I find the process beginning to work,” “Today’s 
efforts were well focused and felt easier than 
previous sessions” and “Good process involving 
nearly everyone” began to surface. In the fourth 
session, three principals talked about using the 
Collaborative Assessment Conference in their own 
schools. Surprisingly, in the seventh and last ses-
sion of the year, the group agreed to continue to 
meet and to use the Consultancy Protocol to look 
at their leadership practice.

During the second 
year, the group stumbled 
again as it learned the 
new protocol but by 
the third session, the 
feedback was very posi-
tive. Comments such as 
“Working together on 
a real system issue was 
good,” “This type of dis-
cussion would be great 
if it could be expanded 
throughout the system” 

and “We were able to openly share differing ideas 
and to respectfully listen to each other” were com-
mon. 

Overall, the study found that over time, the 
team learned to use the protocols efficiently and 
productively, the facilitator gave fewer and fewer 
instructions, and the feedback was increasingly 
positive. Importantly, the team agreed to both 
continue the work a second year and five of the 
members of the team used the protocols in some 
way in their schools. An administration of the Team 
Learning Survey (Dechant & Marsick) at the end 
of the first and second years confirmed that the 
team had indeed become more collaborative and 
reflective. However, the study also found important 
limits to this team learning because some members 
were clearly more positive about this work than 
others and some members began the work in their 
own schools while others did not. Three principals 
remained steadfastly resistant. 

The results sug-
gested that these limits (continued on page 16)

Leading the Work by Doing the Work
Kevin Fahey, Massachusetts

(continued on page 14)

emotion, I am not able to engage in the conversa-
tion in an authentic way. In order to engage in this 
Courageous Conversation about Race you have to 
have or develop both your cognitive and emotional 
muscles. 

I have enjoyed reading and noting the dawning 
of new realities about race in the consciousness of 
white people in our online chat. I applaud the cou-
rageous white people who have been willing to put 
themselves out there, making themselves vulnerable 
on the emotional level. These courageous folks have 
stopped intellectualizing the topic of race in order 
to begin to learn how to develop the will, skill, and 
courage to form alliances across difference in order 
to interrupt inequities in life and in the classroom. 
Most white people do not have a clue about what 
they do not know about race. If you do not live as 
the constant “other” how can you possibly know 
the impact of race? Alliance with people who have 
lived as the racialized “other” are critical if we are 
to create a new reality for ourselves, and our stu-
dents. In the online chat, white people were able 
to get to a space where they could state what they 
did not know. It is in the space of being willing to 
know what we don’t know that we can begin to 
forge true alliances. I know a lot of white people, 
but a lot of white people are not my allies. My 
white allies across difference are folks with whom 
I have forged a relationship that holds continuous 
space for Courageous Conversations about Race 
and other inequities. We have learned how to bring 
our authentic selves to our conversations. My white 
allies know how to hold a difficult space to have 
these conversations. They also know when and how 
to challenge the belief systems of other white peo-
ple who have not yet begun to recognize their own 
white privilege. My white allies engage in conver-
sations with other whites in ways that demonstrate 
their ability to be self-critical and reflective. White 
allies speak about and challenge their own long-
held beliefs about race, which allows them to truly 
see both the impact of historical oppression and the 
strengths and the needs of their students of color 
and other adults of color. 

One thing I dislike about our online conversa-
tion about race is the number of people I refer to as 
“voyeurs,” people who have signed on but do not 
speak/write. These “voyeurs” read the online post-
ings filled with emotions and whatever else others 
have put out there, but do not put themselves out 
there. I believe these 
folks are “piggy-back-

tled is a vast understatement. The degree to which 
Singleton’s depiction of White Talk articulated my 
engagement in the previous three or so months of 
conversation about race was stunning. More than 
any ethnic or cultural traditions, these characteris-
tics sum up my heritage from my upbringing. And 
they map one for one onto the “cultural param-
eters” of dominance in racial discourse today in 
the United States:

• My compulsion to find just the right words to 
ensure understanding; 

• My use of examples from the lives of people I 
know to illustrate my beliefs; 

• My reliance on “the research” and the statis-
tics; and

• My urgency to find the right action to make 
things better

 These have long been hallmarks of the way I 
walk through this world. I sobbed for over an hour 
at this realization. And then I turned to attend-
ing to the characteristics of Color Commentary, 
so I might better understand the dialogue and 
discourse in which I want to partner. As I read, 
I replayed in my mind interactions from the 
Facilitators’ Meeting, including Camilla’s state-
ment that as much as she appreciated what was 
shared, she could not trust any of us to be there in 
the future, when the going got rough. And I began 
to have inklings of understanding. I finally began 
to turn away from the shadows on the allegorical 
cave wall and take some first steps to move out of 
the cave, ready to enter a much richer, more mul-
tidimensional reality. 

I want to live in a different world so badly my 
chest and heart ache. What I’m finding, as a result 
of the online book discussion and the follow-up 
interactions I’ve had, is that the action I believe 
I need to take is both simple and profoundly 
challenging. I need to be willing to speak, to 
name what has been unnameable in our culture, 
to question, to be clumsy and inept and not at 
all politically correct. I currently believe one of 
the most important contributions I can make to 
“bringing wreck” to the inequities and oppres-
sions I have participated in is to commit to being 
an ally – to using the privilege of my skin color 
to hold space for the voices that will help me 
learn what I need to give over and give up, as 
well as what I need 
to embrace, in order 

Courageous Conversations Across Difference
(continued from page 12)
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Camilla Greene, continued Kim Carter, continued

How could principals who work in 
very fragmented, isolated, competitive 
ways ever learn to value and support 
the collaborative, reflective, learning-
centered work that happens in CFGs? 

They learned about CFG work by doing 
it themselves. 
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NSRF’s Living History: An Interview with Linda Emm
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

Linda Emm is a Curriculum Support Specialist 
in Miami Dade County Public Schools, work-
ing closely with colleague Pedro “Pete” 

Bermudez and the University of Florida Lastinger 
Center for Learning, an NSRF Center of Activity 
and a cadre of both long-time and new NSRF 
trained coaches, to grow the work of CFGs in a 
variety of contexts. 

Can you tell us a little bit about yourself and what 
drew you to NSRF?

Kids are my passion. First I was 
drawn to children’s theater and then 
to teaching. I thought teaching drama 
was the one job that would keep me 
grounded and make me want to come 
to work each day.

At my middle school my princi-
pal got me involved in thinking about 
learning styles and peer coaching 
and lots of new ideas about teaching. 
When I heard about NSRF and CFGs 
it felt like this was the way to focus 
on the real work, a way to put the big 
ideas into practice.

You’ve played a few different roles in 
your district since becoming a coach 
in 1996. Can you describe a few high 
points of your CFG experiences?

For the first ten years I did dou-
ble duty as a middle school drama 
teacher and a CFG coach/facilitator, and it really 
suited me. There was never a separation in my 
mind between using this process with students or 
adults, so I used it with both. This work was at the 
heart of all I was doing. When I was working with 
Secondary School Reform and creating academies 
within larger schools, I worked with the adults in 
those Small Learning Communities as CFGs.

Working with my students in 2000, we were 
talking in class about what divided people in their 
schools and what it would take to build bridges 
across those divisions. We created a performance 
piece from those conversations and my kids co-
facilitated home groups based on their piece at the 
Winter Meeting in Ft. Lauderdale. I fell and broke 
my arm the night before the meeting began, but 
my students carried on without me. It was one of 
the high points of my career, and the experience 
of being taken seriously by groups of adults from 
across the country changed my kids forever.

This work and its power to transform how 
teachers are in schools, the way we engage our stu-
dents and each other is what keeps me going.

Can you tell us about some of the challenges 
you’ve faced?

Sustaining the work is always a challenge; 
figuring out what it means for teachers who have 
been silenced in the past, often for their entire 
careers, to collaborate and come up with their own 

solutions, is a challenge.
Customizing the 

work in response to 
each context is also a 
challenge. Recently, 
I was working with a 
group of internation-
ally trained teachers, 
who were all experts in 
their content area. These 
“experts” needed tools 
that would help them 
make space for conver-
sations about, and with, 
their kids. They needed 
help making connec-
tions with their kids and 
their kids’ lives. Their 
CFG provided the space 
for them to make these 
connections.

This challenge 
turned into a high point when these teachers got 
their kids’ scores up and presented their work at a 
recent event organized by their union.

How would you describe your current goals and 
their connection to NSRF’s mission?

My goal is the transformation I talked about 
earlier . . . our kids have to be engaged and we 
can only focus on that, on their engagement, if 
we hold each other’s feet to the fire and figure out 
what engages and disengages them. Our CFGs are 
the only vehicle that I’ve seen that helps us keep 
the focus on ourselves and our place in this issue. 
In CFGs we don’t complain about our students or 
their families, we focus on ourselves and what we 
can do differently.

The transformation is bound up with social 
justice and that’s what got me involved in theater 
and in education, and 
it seems like when (continued on page 14)

were connected to (1) the isolated and fragmented 
nature of the team; (2) the power of the isolated, 
competitive culture in which the leaders worked; 
and (3) the behavior of the superintendent who, in 
effect, had ordered the team to be more collabora-
tive. Simply put, the team had a long way to go to 
become a professional learning community and 
ordering them to go there, only got them part of the 
way.

The TILE CFG
The context of the second study is quite dif-

ferent. In this study, 14 graduates of a M.Ed. 
Leadership program met in a CFG. The group 
had been trained in a two year, cohort-based 
M.Ed. program called the TILE program (Teacher 
Initiative for Leadership in Education) which was 
very much based on ideas of critical friendship, 
and used protocols as the central element of its 
pedagogy. The group was multi-district, regionally 
based and completely voluntary.

The TILE CFG has met continuously since fall 
2004. Because the group was trained in the use 
of protocols as part of their leadership education 
program, they used many more protocols than 
the district group, facilitated the conversation 
themselves, had no difficulty bringing dilemmas 
of practice, student work or relevant texts to the 
table, and in the third year agreed on a focus of 
difficult conversations, especially as they related 
to equity.

In a series of interviews, the members of the 
group stated that the TILE CFG continued to sup-
port their own leadership learning and their abil-
ity to bring this perspective back to their own 
schools. One principal summed up the experience 
by saying:

You have to trust in the group. I knew that 
when I missed CFG meetings, I was really missing 
something. I think it was the honest, truthful con-
versations, and knowing that you had a voice. I 
don’t always feel I have these in my own district.

Another added:
For me, the CFG groups are places where you 

can test your hypotheses. It is the safest place. I 
do not know any other place where I can do that. 
I cannot do that with my staff. I cannot do it with 
my boss. And the only place where you will be 
taken seriously in this way is the CFG. School is a 
lonely place with regards to this type of conversa-
tion.

In general, the principals recounted how the 

only way that they could ever hope to support 
and sustain professional collaborative commu-
nities in their schools was to participate in one 
themselves. Comments such as, “In this job you 
can go weeks without this type of conversation” 
and “Now I have a place to come and hash things 
out. The CFG almost has a spiritual quality” were 
common.

 During the interview process, the prin-
cipals were also asked about the connections 
between their work in their CFG and their work 
in schools. In the interviews, every group member 
gave numerous examples of how their participa-
tion in the TILE CFG sustained and informed their 
leadership practice. The examples fell into three 
broad areas. First, members shared how the TILE 
CFG continually refocused them on larger issues 
of school culture and professional community, 
encouraging them to look beyond the immedi-
ate problems that they faced as school leaders. 
Second, the principals described specific struc-
tures, tools or practices that were used in the TILE 
CFG , tools that they also used, in some way, in 
their schools. Finally, three members of the group 
from the same district recounted the effect that 
having TILE CFG colleagues in their district had 
on the work of the district administrative team.

One principal, for example, described how 
the TILE CFG supported her persistent focus on 
teaching and learning by saying, “Are kids learn-
ing or are we just teaching? You have to create 
that culture where you can have conversations 
around instruction.” Another noted, “It is about 
always bringing the conversation about teaching 
and learning. It is about building a CFG language 
with the staff.” Every CFG member identified a 
connection between the culture of the TILE CFG 
and the culture they were trying to build in their 
schools.

The administrators were also able to provide 
many examples of tools, protocols and ideas that 
were used in the TILE CFG that they also used 
in their practice. Some examples were using the 
Collaborative Assessment Conference to look at 
student work, collaborative data analysis sessions, 
using a Tuning Protocol to look at a crisis plan, 
and reflective journaling. One principal described 
the progress she had made in her school by say-
ing, “But you learn. You have to do it. But I am 
to the point that we have made some progress. In 
my school, we have 
introduced norms for 

Leading the Work by Doing the Work
(continued from page 8)

(continued on page 17)

Our CFGs are the only 
vehicle that I’ve seen 
that helps us keep the 
focus on ourselves 
and our place in this 
issue. In CFGs we 
don’t complain about 
our students or their 
families, we focus on 
ourselves and what we 
can do differently.
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Juneau, Alaska, located along Southeast Alaska’s 
Inside Passage, is surrounded by glaciers, majes-
tic mountains, and rainforest. A sense of isola-

tion results from the lack of roads into Juneau, as 
the only way in is by plane or boat. Even with this 
isolation, it remains the capital of Alaska and repre-
sents a diverse population. The residents of Juneau 
take great pride in how they support their schools 
and the many sports and activities available to stu-
dents. Since many of their sports programs are not 
school-funded, community groups raise millions of 
dollars to finance the travel of sports teams in and 
out of Juneau to insure high quality competition 
and participation. A great emphasis is placed on 
student involvement in the arts and other activities 
as well. A richness of cultural diversity, represented 
by Alaska Natives as well as people from areas 
throughout the world, exists in the community. 
After spending a significant amount of time there, 
one comes to realize that Juneau is a very special 
place to live, with its awe-inspiring natural beauty, 
strong sense of community, and cultural diversity. 

Even in this special place, however, the cloud of 
racism and poverty thrives and impacts a significant 
number of people in the community. The Juneau-
Douglas High School program has traditionally not 
served all students well, especially Alaska Natives 
and students of poverty. After a comprehensive look 
at the data, the grim facts show that the overall 
graduation rate is only 65%, and significantly lower 

for Alaska Natives and students of poverty. Alaska 
Natives and students of poverty also achieve at 
lower levels, drop out more, participate less in activ-
ities, and are grossly underrepresented in upper-level 
classes offered by the high school. 

Protocols in Practice:
The Power of the Circle in Community Conversations about Equity
Linda Fiorella and Dave Schmid, Colorado

In 1998, the School District and community 
members began advocating for another high school 
that would help to reduce the size of the current 
high school, in order to better meet the needs of 
more students. Not everyone in Juneau agreed 
with this approach, and it took eight years and 
seven different votes before the community finally 
approved another high school. Even after the vote 
of approval, there remained an air of anger and 
divisiveness over the building of the new school. 
The traditions of a one-high-school community 
remained a strong voice, and any change to move 
to two high schools was very hard for many people 
to accept. They feared that their strong sports pro-
gram, as well as the entire tradition of a large com-
prehensive high school, would be compromised 
with the building of an additional school. 

When the bond election finally passed in 
2005, the Juneau School District made a bold 
move; instead of simply planning for the new 
school, they decided to develop an all-encom-
passing high school educational plan to address 
the protracted lack of student success and issues 
around equity. They realized that to make any 
significant change, they needed to go public with 
their data and actually create a process where 
all members of this diverse community would be 
heard. At this point, we were hired as facilitators, 
representing the Colorado Critical Friends Group, 
because we proposed a process that would utilize 
structures and protocols to create different types 
of conversations than had been previously used in 
community meetings. Working with school district 
leaders, we created a formal process called The 
Next Generation: Our Kids, Our Community that 
would include:

•	 forming an Advisory Committee,
•	 facilitating community forums, 
•	 developing a website, 
•	 creating and publicizing proposals, and
•	 submitting a final recommendation for a high 

school educational plan.

School district leaders realized that they faced 
several challenges. The community divided, not 
only on the need for a new high school, but also 
on the type of changes needed to address their 
lack of student success. Even some high school 
staff members were resistant to any type of change. 
Our challenge was 
to incorporate com- (continued on page 18)

our work, use essential questions to drive fac-
ulty meetings and collaboratively examine data.” 
Another principal described a more ambitious use 
of the CFG ideas, “I decided that my approach 
was to run my faculty meeting as a CFG.” 

Two principals depicted two very powerful 
examples of connections between the TILE CFG 
and the leadership practice of the district admin-
istrative team. In the first example, one principal 
explained how a presentation that she made about 
her CFG work influenced how the district adminis-
trative team functioned. She explained the connec-
tion in this way:

I made a presentation about CFGs to the dis-
trict leadership team. I presented on CFGs and 
PLCs (Professional Learning Communities). We 
first did a Chalk Talk; I talked about National 
School Reform Faculty and the components of a 
CFG. We did a Consultancy about a professional 
dilemma presented by one of the principals. We 
did a check in. We ended with a closure piece. 
Ultimately, what happened was the Assistant 
Superintendent decided that the district leader-
ship team meetings would be run as a CFG. 
Throughout the year, principals brought student 
work, a dilemma or a text based discussion to 
the meeting. They still do it today. This year, the 
principals are running their grade level meetings 
as CFGs. 

A second connection to district leadership 
practice surfaced because one district had hired 
three TILE CFG members as elementary princi-
pals. These three principals explained that hav-
ing three TILE principals - out of six elementary 
principals in the district - eased their transition 
into the district and changed the conversation 
and practice on the district team. One principal 
described the effect, 

Before my TILE CFG colleagues arrived, the 
previous superintendent tried to get conversations 
about teaching and learning going on the leader-
ship team. He tried to do a book study on Good 
to Great (Collins, 2001). They rode him out of 
town. But now it makes a difference with three of 
us who understand the value of this work. 

In general, the TILE CFG members saw a 
number of very strong connections between the 
work of the TILE CFG and their leadership prac-
tice. 

Summary
In summary, these two studies describe, in 

two different contexts, one way school leaders 
can learn to value and support CFG work in their 
schools. Simply put, supportive school leaders 
do the work for themselves. In the first study, 
a district team made significant gains towards 
becoming a more reflective, collaborative learn-
ing community, and to a lesser extent transferred 
some of that learning to their leadership practice. 
In the second study, a group which had a more 
robust understanding of CFG work created and 
sustained a leadership CFG, whose work then 
influenced their work as school leaders. 

The comparison of the two studies, however, 
opens up other dilemmas. The district team was 
coerced by the superintendent to do collabora-
tive work, and although it took a great deal of 
support and good facilitation, the power of the 
work eventually began to get some traction and 
show some results. Because the group was made 
up of an entire district team, the potential benefit 
to the district and the district’s children seems 
much greater than in the second group whose 
members were much more skilled, but from a 
variety of districts. The next challenge is to figure 
out a way to leverage professional community 
building on a district and regional level. Our 
second regional TILE CFG started in October. I 
will keep you posted
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