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the side bar).
have come to the realization that, despite
Each student was assigned to a home group
age, we all share the same problems and
and participated as any other member in those
enjoyments. I found myself talking to an adult
groups. The students were excited to be heard
who actually knew who Jack White and the White
and to listen to the voices of teachers, administraStripes were. This was eye-opening and an encountors and university professors. One home group
ter that has taught me that we are all humans and
facilitator and Houston A+ Challenge consultant,
that we all have the common goal of creating a betDonna Reid, posted in her newsletter an overview
ter society.” – Eisenhower student’s reflection from
of the conference, particularly the impact of the
the Winter Meeting
students on their home groups
The most recent NSRF
(http://www.houstonaplus.
Winter Meeting began simiorg/cfg/newsletter/2009-01-27larly to those winter meetCFGnewsletter.htm). The stuings I had attended in the
dents, as part of their learning,
past: great breakfast, big
worked on Saturday with their
hotel ballroom and reacsummer facilitator and reflected
quainting myself with old
on the Winter Meeting. The folfriends while making new
lowing quotes are from the stuones. The opening seemed
dents’ reflection sheets:
to be on track with what
“I really enjoyed my experieveryone was expecting
ence here at the Winter Meeting.
– then the students made
I refreshed my memory of proan appearance. Thirteen
tocols, reunited with my cohort,
students, from Eisenhower
and remembered why it is so
High School and Challenge
Alejandro, sophomore at Eisenhower,
important that teachers/leadEarly College High School in Stephanie, senior at Challenge,
ers work with what they have
Houston, all of whom had
Jasmine, senior at Eisenhower
to change lives. I learned a lot
become CFG Coaches in
while working with the adults. The problems that
the summer of 2008 (see Connections, fall 2008),
I face in my Houston organizations, the people
took part in the Winter Meeting in a way students
in Vermont face with their faculty members and
never had before. They played a critical part in the
coworkers everyday.” – Eisenhower student
opening and closing sessions and joined home
“The conference was an excellent and enlightgroups like other (adult) participants. In doing so,
ening experience, mixing and mingling with teachthe learning of the entire group of attendees was
ers and administrators never felt strange, we were
enriched in ways that we, their teachers and CFG
all here for the same purpose and that connection
Coaches Seminar facilitators, did not expect.
made it easy to become a “home group.” Age was
Jasmine, a senior from Eisenhower High
never an issue, status never mattered, we were
School, welcomed the participants at the opening
here to learn, discuss, and solve.” – Challenge stusession and shared a video created by the students
dent
from Eisenhower. Vladimir, also from Eisenhower,
“In this CFG conference, I was very nervous,
followed with a poem that caused many to revaluI was going to be with teachers, the complete
ate what exactly equity, democracy and freedom
opposite of me, but by the end of the conference
of speech mean in our current educational system.
there was no difference. They were the same as
The poem, entitled “A Moment of Silence Before I
me, wanting to learn from the dilemmas, experiStart This Poem,” by Emmanual Ortiz, first read on
encing new techniques and eager to take (them)
September 11, 2002, became a discussion piece for
back to our schools. I did, however, realize that
many participants at the conference. Vladimir had
teachers have just as much stress as the students.”
leaped a huge crack by just getting up in front of
– Eisenhower student
the 250 people in the room (read Vladimir’s story in
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“The conference was refreshing, insightful and
enjoyable.” – Challenge student
The students, with guidance from their teachers, developed a presentation for the closing during
their time at the Winter Meeting. The closing was
inspired by the children’s book, Through the Cracks
by Carolyn Sollman, Barbara Emmons, and Judith
Paolini. Students were given homework (we know
they were mad, too– at a conference and getting
homework!) to either write about a time when they
were prevented from falling through the cracks,
write about their schools or edit their peers essays
and practice with them. Each came in the next day
with their homework complete and excited about
the powerful closing. The following are excerpts
from their presentation at the closing session.
“Unlike most schools in the district, Challenge
creates a comfortable and almost unique atmosphere for not only its students, but for teachers as
well. The school allows its teachers and students to
have close-knit, trusting relationships. At this school
falling through the cracks is difficult.” - Stephanie
“Eisenhower High School- what do you think
when you hear this name? Do you know of the
rigorous academic activities and programs that go
on in the school? Or do you know the statistics that
are posted in the newspaper? Do you recognize us
for going to national competitions in history fair,

Reflection from a participant of the Winter Meeting
HOSA, speech and debate and band? Or do you
know us as a Title 1 school with 71 percent of our
students qualifying for free and reduced lunch? Do
you see us for who we are, or do you just see the
numbers printed in the newspaper?”- Alejandro
“I am a sophomore at Challenge and a straightA student. I read, write and am an active member
of my community. Though all this is true, I could
have and may still fall
(continued on page 10)
through the cracks.
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Vladimir’s Story

Michaelann Kelley, Houston, Texas

V

ladimir, who read the poem at this year’s
Winter Meeting opening session, is one
of my students. Here is my perspective on a pivotal moment in Vladimir’s life. He
shares his perspective on the same event later
in this piece.
I first saw Vladimir in August of 2007. I am
not sure when during the hustle and bustle of
school and an Art 1 class of almost 40 students
I really met Vladimir…or when I started seeking
interactions with
him.
There was
a time when
Vladimir never
talked– not to me
not to the other
students, not to
ask a question,
not to answer
a question. He
never raised
his hand, never
asked for help,
Vladimir, junior at
never even asked Eisenhower
to go to the bathroom. I am going
to be open and honest: at first, I thought it was
great. In a class of 40, one kid I hardly had to
mess with…but if you know me even a little
bit, you know I could not let that go. I made a
deliberate effort to ask Vladimir more than yes
or no questions but even then, it was a struggle
to get answers. He was very tight-lipped about
his home life, which made building that relationship even more difficult. I had made some
progress by November, but at that point I didn’t
even know if Vladimir was falling through the
cracks or not.
I knew Vladimir was smart from grading
his work, so when a colleague of mine, Mari
Glamser, was talking in my room one day
about the social studies department moving
kids up to honors and Advanced Placement, I
suggested moving Vladimir. She asked why his
social studies teacher had not suggested moving him. I did not
know. After
(continued on page 10)
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Students at the Center...
(continued from page 9)

During my middle school years, I was reluctant to
participate in class and couldn’t have cared less. As
I was entering high school, my eldest brother was
graduating high school at the top of his class and
was accepted in a prestigious Ivy League school–
the first person to do so in the family. There I sat
at my brother’s graduation, with his name being
called so often for so many honors that the crowd
became tired of clapping. That was the moment
that my eyes were opened to not only going to
school and attending classes, but also excelling to
and being involved in my school community. Even
though you might not be an older sibling, you can
still make a difference in someone’s life and that is
my goal as a CFG facilitator.” – Denise
“I am in the top 5 percent of my class, head
drum major of my high school marching band and
the only black male left standing in Eisenhower’s
first class of International Baccalaureate Diploma
Programme (IBDP) students, but who would have
guessed at one time I was falling through the
cracks? There was a point right after my mom died
when everything started to go wrong. My dad, his
job, the bills, the mortgage, stress and above all,
my education were all tumbling down around me.
My grades began to fall and it was evident to a certain teacher, Ms. Candy Core. She saw my grades,
my test scores and my attitude take a dramatic
drop. “De’Vonta is there something wrong?” she
asked over and over again. Being prideful, I would
tell her “nothing,” and she would leave it there.
One day while working on my homework after
school in her room, I became frustrated and broke
down; I was a mess. Ms. Core came over to me and
hugged me. “Everything’s okay, De’Vonta,” she told
me. From there I told her my story, she listened, she
understood, and she helped. She helped in improving my test scores to As, and by reminding me how
to study. She edited and checked all my homework
assignments and ultimately helped reinvent me. If
it was not for Ms. Core, I would still be a mess and
only the Lord knows where I would be. My name
is De’Vonta, I am in the top 5 percent of my class,
head drum major, and the only black male left
standing in my school’s first class of IBDP students,
but I was saved by Ms. Candy Core from falling
through the cracks.” – De’Vonta
These students shared their stories of adults
who had made differences in their lives. We are
sure each and every
(continued on page 11)
teacher, administra10 Spring 2009

Vladimir’s Story

(continued from page 9)

investigation into his grades, high 90s, all we
could figure out was that he was a quiet, good
kid in a sea of rowdy regular students, and
his teacher did not want to lose him. So we
asked Vladimir if he wanted Mari to change
his schedule. He said he didn’t know and
probably not, and he was wavering on what
to do. So, I nudged him to make a decision.
He moved to honors, and three weeks later he
moved up to AP. Although progress was made
academically, Vlad still only spoke minimally.
Months later, an opportunity to be a part
of a student CFG raised its head, and I encouraged Vladimir to attend. He did, but just five
months ago, I remember instructing (and if
you know me, that means telling, demanding,
pushing and usually a little “barking” in there)
him that his mission during the last three days
of the CFG seminar was to initiate a conversation with an adult. He told me he did on the
last day.
Fast forward to present day. Vladimir
is active in school, taking three Advanced
Placement courses. He has joined the speech
and debate team and has spoken in front of an
<
international conference – who knew!
Michaelann Kelley can be reached at
mkelly@aldine.k12.tx.us

My Story

Vladimir, Eisenhower High School
Houston, Texas

I

remember sitting in class daydreaming all the
time about what I could be, but never actually taking the steps to achieve my dreams.
For me it was not until I was given an ultimatum
that I actually began my ascent into education.
I was sitting in my art class, a sophomore, with
no real goals in life. My teacher, Ms. Kelley,
<
came over to my table to talk about what I
wanted to do and where I wanted to be 10 or
20 years from now. But that day was different.
She called over a fellow teacher, Ms. Glamser,
and they told me about challenging myself, and
how I could do so much better if I could take
more advanced
(continued on page 11)
courses. I was
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Center of Activity Report: New Center Established in New York
William J. Pollock, New Jersey and Deven Horne, New York

T

he state of New York established 37 Boards of
Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) to
support local school districts and meet their
educational and financial goals. The BOCES model
provides accountability, municipal sharing, efficiency and equity. This type organization assists local
districts with many facets of professional development, as well as a myriad of other services, recently
expanded to include CFG support at the Capital
Region BOCES.
In the fall of 2006, William Pollock from
Rutgers University Center for Effective School
Practices (CESP) presented a new coaches institute
to 13 people from the Capital Region BOCES and
Schenectady City School District. That seminar was
the spark that began a continued inquiry into the
resources and professional development offered by
the National School Reform Faculty. The original
group of participants included special education
professional developers, principals of special education programs, a director of special education
and principals of regular education elementary
schools. A relationship was ignited and a bond
formed between those who participated; that bond
has grown and touched countless individuals
statewde as well as in the Capital Region BOCES.
The new coaches immediately created a coaches
support group (their own CFG) to help each other
as they practiced their newfound craft and to continue learning. The coaches support group has met
quarterly since that time and each individual has
continued to learn and grow with new skills. What
they have learned has been embedde in many
school districts’ professional development opportunities, in the local BOCES classrooms, and in
the leadership activities of the BOCES. The BOCES
special education leadership continued its relationship with Bill Pollock over two summer retreats in
2007 and 2008. The leadership utilized the tools
of the CFGs to assist them in analyzing their data
and developing plans for school improvement and
future initiatives.
Out of the new work in the Capital Region,
two experienced coaches, Deven Horne and
Renee Beaulieu, were inspired to set their sights
on becoming National Facilitators and creating an
upstate Center of Activity. A need had been recognized to offer another new coaches institute with
the emphasis on building and supporting professional learning communities. Deven and Renee
asked Bill Pollock to mentor them in a new coaches
seminar, which was offered in the late fall of 2008.
Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

Sixteen participants registered and the BOCES supported the offering so that its component districts
could receive continuing aid from the BOCES to
participate. Deven and Renee’s personal growth in
providing this seminar and the local coaches’ support and encouragement led the pair to become
National Facilitators as part of the process. The new
coaches five-day institute was completed in early
March. The 16 participants came from three school
districts, the BOCES and the National School
Leaders Network. The three-day introductory part of
the new coaches institute in the fall was used to get
folks started on the process in their schools. Three
months later, the group reconvened to complete
the process of growth and complete the five-day
seminar.
One of the protocols used in one session was
reflection upon the meaning of a word. The word
used was “courage,” a prelude to a text rendering
of a section of the book The Courage to Teach by
Parker Palmer. The individuals’ perspectives on that
word were enlightening and encouraging. Palmer
emphasizes “the growth of any craft depends on
shared practice and honest dialogue among the
people who do it.” As a group of educators using
the protocols, we have to call upon our own courage to move forward with our convictions and the
value we hold for the CFG process. We are continually buoyed by the courage of the educators in
the CFGs to share, to live up to the norms established by the group, to encourage each other and to
examine deeply our missions as educators
The Capital Region BOCES is now an established center of activity with two new National
Facilitators leading a new direction in developing
professional learning communities in the New York
upstate geographic
(continued on page 16)
region. Plans are being
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NSRF’s Living History: An Interview with Brandon Cosby
Greg Peters, California

B

randon Cosby is the new
principal of Shortridge
High School. For the last
four years, Brandon has served
as the Center of Excellence in
Leadership of Learning’s (CELL)
Senior Fellow for high school
transformation and worked
directly with Indianapolis
Public Schools on high school
conversions. Brandon joined
CELL after serving nine years
in the Evansville Vanderburgh
Brandon Cosby
School Corporation, where he
worked as a principal, assistant principal and high
school teacher. Additionally, Brandon is an anti-racist activist and works in numerous communities and
schools around the country. A New Castle, Indiana,
native, Brandon is pursuing his Ed.D. in education
administration at Oakland City University. He holds
an M.A. in education administration from Oakland
City University and a B.S. in speech communication and theatre teaching from the University of
Indianapolis.
Brandon has two children: his son Zion (5) and
his nephew Storm (17).
Who is Brandon Cosby?
I am a man who goes to work every day and
tries to fix the system that I live in fear is going to
claim my kids – when I say my kids, I mean my
own boys.
What do you mean by “claim them”?
Kill them, incarcerate them, break their spirits,
spoon-feed them self-hatred, inadequately educate
them. The system does what it does very well, and
it accomplishes that task in a number of ways.
What is “the system”?
The system is the institutional, racist bureaucracy that exists in every aspect – the political, the
social, the educational institution – it is everywhere
around us.
Lisa Delpit says the kind of racism we are battling is broken down into particles – it is in the air
we breathe. We have to get to that level of specificity to fight it.
How do you try to fight it...to fix it?
By working myself into positions of power and
influence and taking those bureaucratic processes
6
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(continued from page 10)

off-line in hopes
of putting different
methods in place.
When battling a
machine, it comes
down to taking it
off-line, that is,
interrupting it and
putting something
new in its place.
Sometimes it
means forcing the
conversations.
How does this thinking – who you are – relate to
your work within NSRF and its larger network of
school reformers across the country?
Before my introduction to NSRF as a whole,
this was work I was doing by myself. It was me in
isolation with some ideas and some very strong
feelings I had from my own experiences as a student. My work was as an advocate for students
whom I saw having similar experiences. I was a
lone wolf.
When I interviewed for Center of Excellence
in Leadership of Learning (CELL) in Indianapolis,
I was interviewed by Camilla Greene, Lois Butler,
Daniel Baron, Virginia Hardy, Tom Gregory, Wendy
Brannen and Kevin Horton; to hear a whole room
of people having dialogue around stuff that was
sitting in my head...it was overwhelming. I literally
sat in this room – in the middle of an interview
– and wept because it was beyond what I thought
was within the realm of possibility in Indiana.
That was my initial intro to NSRF, so I assumed
NSRF as a national organization looked very much
like my experience in Indianapolis. I assumed
NSRF was about 70 percent African-American; I
thought they were bringing people in the room
proportionately. When I went to my first Winter
Meeting, I nearly passed out as I realized that the
folks they brought in for the interview made up
about 70 percent of all of the people of color.
So a lot of that initial CELL conversation,
which drilled into this thing we call equity, became
a real thing for me when we were having our
national conversation about whether or not every
CFG was equity-based. My question was, “How
can they not be?” CFG work that is done in the
absence of explicitly named inequities will only
continue to get us what
we have always gotten,
(continued on page 12)
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Director’s Report

(continued from page 9)

Mary Matthews, Alief Middle School, can be
reached at mary.matthews@aliefisd.net.

and electronically, in the passionate pursuit of our
mission.
Every day now our membership council
task force is learning and imagining. One of the
members of the task force, Kevin Fahey from
Massachusetts, when asked to respond to an
on-line Charette question about the role of a
membership council had this to offer:
In general, I would use Sergiovanni’s model of
“head, hand and heart” to think about this question. I believe that the new Accountability Council
would be the head of the organization (tasked with
governance), the Executive Director the “hand”
(making things work) and the Membership Council
the “heart” (guarding the vision and mission of the
organization). As such, it would be tasked with clarifying things like the work of a National Facilitator
and Centers of Activity, and it would address such
questions as what is facilitative leadership, critical
friendship, etc.
I believe we are unique as a movement and an
organization. There are many worthy school reform
and professional development collectives and companies serving schools, teachers and children in
multiple ways. Some of their methods we would
find encouraging; others would cause us some
concern – and my guess is we probably wouldn’t
all agree on the lens we put on this or that entity or
program.
But we are different – we are a FACULTY – our
name says as much. And as a faculty, we all believe
in a common vision as practiced through our mission. It doesn’t matter if we work independently as
consultants or in the company of dozens, hundreds,
or even thousands of colleagues, students and parents. Many of us are in classrooms every day; a
window on the world of schooling and education
that reinforces our understanding of the need for
our faculty to be successful.
Whether past, present or future – in whatever
iteration we imagine ourselves to be in – NSRF
was, is and will be a strong voice for collaborative
practice, critical friendship and facilitative leadership as adult learners in the service of every single
child and teacher we encounter and influence. In
turn, our faculty will be influenced by those we
touch; those we work with and those we engage
with at the deepest critical levels. Our democracy
deserves nothing less.
<

Paul Cross, Challenge Early College High
School, can be reached at pcross@houstonisd.org.

Steven Strull can be contacted at
stevenstrull@optonline.net.

hesitant and afraid, so I answered with what
some might call my catch phrase, “I don’t
know.” That’s when I was given a choice, either
you do it or you don’t, and that was when
everything became so clear to me. I could
no longer wait for success– I had to work for
success. I responded “yes,” and from there I
was thrown into a jungle full of mysteries that
I knew I had to be a part of. That decision
changed my life: I found myself learning and
working, not because I had to, but because I
wanted to. I realized that in order to catch the
dream you have to chase it first. Now I challenge and hold myself to higher standards
because I have more confidence in what I can
do, and that is how Ms. Kelley kept me from
falling through the cracks.
<
Any inquiries regarding Vladimir should be
directed to his teacher, Michaelann Kelley, at
mkelley@aldine.k12.tx.us.

Students at the Center
(continued from page 10)

tor and professor has impacted a student’s life. The
students don’t always realize the effect an adult
educator has had until much later in their lives, by
which time making contact to let them know may
be impossible. Think of the Vladimirs and De’Vontas
in your life. How are you going to make sure that
they do not fall through the cracks in your classroom, your school and your community? Reach out
and make a difference and a student will thank you
someday.
Each of us can think of teachers who have
made impressions on our lives. Make contact if
you can, and let that person know (if you haven’t
already) how thankful you are that they crossed
your path on your educational journey and maybe
prevented you from falling through the cracks.
<
Michaelann Kelley, Eisenhower High School,
can be reached at mkelley@aldine.k12.tx.us.
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