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that’s just about the silliest thing I ever heard 
of. Ten schools inside of one school? What does 
that mean, who goes where, who does what?” 
It just wasn’t a natural fit. My image - in fact the 
collective image of schooling - was that a school 

was a building, and a building 
was a school. Anything else 
was kind of silly.

The second thing 
that happened was that 
Ambassador Walter 
Annenberg gave the challenge 
grant to public education. 
The Annenberg Institute was 
set up at Brown University 
alongside the Coalition of 
Essential Schools. As a CES 
school, DuSable received the 
invitation for faculty members 
to apply to become Critical 
Friends Group Coaches 

with the newly formed National School Reform 
Faculty at Annenberg. My assistant principal gave 
me the packet and said she thought that this was 
something I should apply for, and the community 
came around and coached me through the appli-
cation process. Looking back on it now, it was a 
very respectful way to enter the work. We wrote 
the application, which was many, many, many 
pages long and contained many questions and 
scenarios. A couple of months later, we got word 
that I’d been chosen to receive the training.  

That was in 1996, so it was the second year 
of CFG Coaches training, and so the fact that I 
had been selected was a really, really big deal. I 
would be flown to Seattle, we would be put up 
at a very nice hotel, all of our expenses would 
be paid, and we would each receive a stipend to 
do this work. To be told that I was going to travel 
across the country, be treated like a professional, 
and receive a stipend for my work was big, big, 
big, stuff.

Those two occurrences together set the course 
for the career that 
either I’ve chosen, or 
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For my director’s report, I am pleased to re-
print an interview I had with Melissa Milios 
Davis and Donna Reid of Houston A+, one 

of our Centers of Activity. The three of us spoke 
by phone this past October, and the text below 
appeared in an on-line publi-
cation of Houston A+. We 
spoke about many topics, 
including the roots of Critical 
Friends Groups, the growth 
of CFG work, and equity. As I 
read the interview for the first 
time, it reminded me of why 
I do this work, our work. My 
hope in sharing this piece in 
our journal is that it may help 
remind us, in some small 
way, how important our work 
is. The text below has been 
edited for space.

In your letter to NSRF members when you first 
became director, you said that you began your 
educative journey as a classroom teacher at 
DuSable High School in Chicago, where you 
learned about the Coalition of Essential Schools 
and the Annenberg Institute. Can you talk a little 
bit about how those organizations shaped your 
career and your thoughts on education?

Absolutely. Two things happened simultane-
ously when I was a first-year classroom teacher 
in Chicago. The first was that Bill Ayers and Bill 
Schubert, who were professors at the University 
of Illinois at Chicago, came to DuSable High 
School to begin a series of conversations with us 
(the teachers) about small schools. DuSable had 
been a Coalition of Essential Schools school back 
when there were only Nine Common Principles, 
and that was the lens we used to frame some of 
our work. Our principal had introduced us to the 
notion, as Ted Sizer would say, that “schooling 
and school reform ought to be a conversation 
among friends.”

So Bill and Bill came to DuSable and started 
talking about small schools, and I thought, “Well, (continued on page 9) 
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you heard were the voices of “if Obama, a BLACK 
MAN can be the president of the U.S. I know I can 
do anything.” …to know that I witnessed history 
made me feel proud to be black. I know that now I 
can do anything! Obama being president only moti-
vated me as a black female to go out and achieve 
all of my goals. YES I CAN! To try and defeat the 
impossible because now anything is POSSIBLE! In 20 
years I’ll be the first Black female president and say 
change is possible only if we work together as one. 
That’s what showed me that our country, the U.S. ... 
the best county on planet earth is ready for change, if 
we weren’t Obama wouldn’t be my president today.” 
- Female mixed-race junior

“I was at my house watching T.V. with my par-
ents. It is such a HUGE change for our country and 
hopefully now we can have more great changes. To 
have an African-American president is a powerful 
historic event. I think this changes how our country 
is going to be viewed and for our future.” - Female 
mixed-race junior

“I was at home on my computer. When they 
announced that Obama won, my mom started cry-
ing. I felt inspired, like anything is possible. I used to 
think I would never see the day that someone that 
wasn’t white would win president. I hope that in the 
future more things would be easier and rational.” - 
Latino senior

“I was at basketball practice and we all just 
started about how dangerous it is for him. When I 
heard … the amount of options I saw as possible 
broadened. When I came home my mother was cry-
ing and it hit me why we came to the U.S.” - Male 
Bosnian junior, experienced civil war, immigrant

“When I saw that many Republican states 
switched to Democratic states, such as Pennsylvania 
and Nevada and Florida, I knew what was going to 
happen. I was excited but I kept my cool. I hope 
Obama makes world peace attainable.” - Male 
African-American senior

“I felt like inspired, almost to cry ... I felt like 
deep in me, Obama is going to change America. 
People around me were not surprised, because they 
just already knew he was going to win. They had 
faith in him all along … Whatever my goals are, I 
can achieve them, without any walls between me 
and them. This makes me think the future of the U.S. 
is in the right hands. Believe me, the U.S. is going to 
change.” - Latino senior, immigrant

“This makes me feel that I can set a goal and 
that I can make it happen if I want to. But it takes 
your family, friends and people to achieve a goal and 

that we can all change the U.S. for good.“ - Latina 
senior

“I think we will have change. Obama my family 
supported.” - Deaf male Mexican senior, immigrant

“I got a chance to be alive on November 4, 
2008, to see Obama become the first African-
American (president) and I saw hope for the US. It is 
one of the most important days of my life and I will 
never forget this day. I feel that my future is going to 
be much better; I will have more opportunities and 
a chance. Also I feel that anything is possible now 
and if he became president why can’t I?” - Female, 
Salvadorian senior, student body President

“I felt like there is maybe hope for the USA, 
maybe we can get on the other countries good sides 
again. I will tell people that this day a spark went off 
that ignited the American people ablaze with hope 
and courage.” - Male Bosnian junior, experienced 
civil war, immigrant

“I will tell (my children) … don’t forget kids, 
anyone can be whatever they want.” - Latino senior, 
immigrant

“I will encourage my children try become presi-
dent if they want to.” - Deaf male Chinese sopho-
more, immigrant

“To talk about the future we must understand 
the past and our past has been filled with injustice 
and racism, hatred and slavery. Yet that night was 
truly a small step for 2 men but a huge step for 
mankind. The future has always been there but now 
I feel that rather than trying to put it off I want to run 
towards it (and) when I look back at the fourth of 
November of 2008 I will do so with pride and I will 
tell my kids and friends that it was one of the great-
est moments of America, the world and the human 
race! “ - Latino senior, spoken word poet

At the Fall Forum, Glenn Singleton asked, 
“What does it mean that our next president has 
the face of our most underserved students?” These 
students have certainly shared their answers to the 
question; what is yours? For me, I now realize that 
my own schema must change. In my effort to meet 
students where they are, I now must recognize I 
am working with a new day - a new world for our 
youth - one with more promise and possibility, one 
with a renewed sense of hope.

Note: while the data may appear biased, all 
voices of the students in Gary’s two classes are rep-

resented. Greg Peters can be contacted at 
gpeters@sfcess.org. 

An Historic Election...
(continued from page 11)

the one that’s chosen me. 

That’s a great story. It’s astonishing to think of CFG 
trainees as being such an elite group, because 
today the training is so widespread.  There are so 
many established places in the country that offer 
it, and we’re happy to be one here in Houston.  
Besides Houston, where do you see the strongholds 
of the CFG movement?

They’re in a lot of different places. New York 
is very strong. South Florida is very strong. New 
England is very strong - everything from an entire 
high school, Souhegan High School in New 
Hampshire, to a school district 
like Brookline, Massachusetts, 
where Gene Thompson-Grove 
[NSRF founder] works. Southern 
California is very strong. Denver 
and the Colorado area. San 
Francisco, Oakland, Portland, 
Seattle, Albuquerque. This is just off 
the top of my head.

We’ll just say, “And the list goes 
on and on.”

Dallas, Austin, San Antonio, 
Mathis, Texas. Just think about how 
strong the work is just that state. 
And the people - Gene Thompson-
Grove always reminds me that it’s about the 
people. See, you have Stephen Spring moving from 
Maine to Austin, and the work grows. You have 
people like Angela Breidenstein and her colleagues 
at Trinity University in San Antonio, and the work 
grows because the people are committed to making 
the work grow. Like you guys do in Houston. You’ve 
taken the CFG Newsletter, and all of the stuff that 
you are able to pull out is deeper and stronger and 
more important than anything that National could 
ever do, because it’s really about teachers and kids 
and families and schools asking themselves hard 
questions - critical questions - about the work that 
they do and the work that they ask of children.  

While national organizations might provide a 
bully pulpit - we might be able to organize national 
meetings, put out some publications, and do some 
research -  the real work happens when a teacher 
and her colleagues sit in a classroom and look at 
student and teacher work. That’s the power of this 
work. That’s what I did in 1996 when I came back 
from the training seminar, and that’s still the core of 
our work.

Talking about the core of your work, I notice that 
social equity is front and center in NSRF’s mission 
statement. Why do you think that social equity is 
so important in public education?

Because public education is basically an 
unfair construct. It is a construct that favors white, 
middle, and upper-middle class children. The basic 
dilemma is that the children who need our public 
schools most often get the least. As a national orga-
nization committed to student achievement through 
adult learning, NSRF would like to have some role 
or responsibility in changing that fundamental 

problem.  
Race and class ought 

not to be a determining 
factor. The hidden curricu-
lum, which is fairly well 
defined in the literature, 
should not have predic-
tive value on educative 
outcomes. For example, 
I’ve heard that the state of 
Indiana predicts it’s future 
need for prison beds based 
on third grade achieve-
ment data. If we can pre-
dict how many prisons 
we’re going to need based 

on third grade achievement data, we have a big 
equity problem. To pretend to do this work without 
addressing that fundamental issue does a disservice 
to the children we are supposed to be serving.  

I tell school faculties all the time that we have 
our degrees, we have our middle class incomes, we 
have a degree of comfortableness in this life. Our 
clients don’t have that, and it’s up to us to help 
make sure that changes. When I visit a certain very 
complicated school in Brooklyn this morning, I’m 
going to walk in the front door and know that most 
of the children inside that building will not gradu-
ate from high school; they will be destined to live 
lives of either abject poverty or some sort of very 
low or middle class existence within our service 
economy. And if NSRF can help interrupt that - at 
all - then our mission is worthwhile.

Why do you feel that Critical Friends Groups and 
adults getting together to talk about student learn-
ing are such powerful models for addressing some 
of those issues?

Because it gives us 

Director’s Report
(continued from page 1)

(continued on page 14)

If we can predict how 
many prisons we’re going to 
need based on third grade 
achievement data, we have 
a big equity problem. To 
pretend to do this work without 
addressing that fundamental 
issue does a disservice to the 
children we are supposed to be 
serving. 
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Last fall I taught a graduate course for teachers 
enrolled in the National Board Certification 
process. In this “Protocols in Practice” I will 

share how my student, and her students, were given 
the opportunity to grow and learn with the support 
of some basic tools I shared from our NSRF reper-
toire.

Using CFG Tools in a Grad Class
A few weeks into the class, I shared the 

Connections protocol with my grad students. As 
usual, the first experience was characterized by 
a fair amount of silence and a little discomfort. 
At our next class, I reminded my students of our 
community agreements and asked one of them to 
facilitate. In our debrief I asked the class how they 
might use Connections with their students. Later in 
the same class, we used the Final Word to discuss a 
chapter from At the Heart of Teaching: A Guide to 
Reflective Practice by Grace Hall McEntee et al. The 
next week we began to share dilemmas and use 
the Consultancy protocol and probing questions to 
expand our thinking and practice.

A Consultancy Near Disaster
During the first class, when we shared dilem-

mas, my student “Denise” presented her struggles 
with her last period biology class. Denise was 
clearly at her wits’ end with this small group of thir-
teen students. Her “problem” class was made up of 
all white students, some with IEPs, some who were 
repeating the class, others without IEPs and who 
struggled with reading and written expression, and 
one student with Asperger’s Syndrome and a per-
sonal classroom support aide. Denise shared that 
the social nature of the class was becoming a dis-
ruption to the learning process. She contrasted this 
“problem” class with the rest of her high-achieving 
and honors level classes. She clearly resented feel-
ing like a babysitter, marking time at the end of the 
day. 

I was troubled by some of the low expectations 
for “these” students that were evidenced in the dis-
cussion section of the Consultancy. One participant 
suggested that Connections could be used to “kill” 
about 15 minutes each day. Another participant 
wondered if “these” kids could clean up the lab 
and set it up for the next morning’s students. As a 
former hospital housekeeper, I was stung by the 
decision to assign “these” kids clean up crew duty 
so they could do something constructive. I was torn 
between my plan to teach the process of the pro-

tocol and my desire to interrupt the biased teacher 
expectations in my class. 

Not either/or
I rejected the either/or approach and decided 

to use questions to both model the process and 
interrupt the clearly biased view of these “Gen Ed” 
students. 

I was able to redirect the focus by reminding 
the group that Denise’s framing question asked, 
“What can I do differently to support my last period 
class’s learning of the required content?” I was 
also able to wonder aloud about the impact of low 
teacher expectations on low functioning students’ 
behavior and learning. Denise took the question 
about her/our expectations to heart. I’m pleased 
to share a piece of Denise’s successful change of 
practice with her last period class. 

An Excerpt from Denise’s’ Portfolio
...I begin each class with a time for 

Connections. Through this process the class has 
developed a real sense of community. They show 
concern for each other and are learning to respect 
one another. They are better-able to focus on the 
content being covered in class; as a result student 
achievement has improved.

While only four of the twelve students in this 
class have an official IEP that designates their need 
for assistance with written expression, the majority 
of the class shares this problem. Written expression 
is a challenge but as shown in the class’s daily con-
nection time, verbal expression is not. In conduct-
ing this discussion on cancer, I wanted this verbal 
group of students to have an opportunity to excel. 

Planning
The goal of this discussion was for students 

to understand the relevance of studying cancer 
to everyday life. The discussion on cancer was an 
extended thinking activity designed to link student 
knowledge of the cell cycle with an understanding 
of how cancer starts, spreads, is treated, and can 
be prevented. The discussion format was utilized 
to engage students in the content. Students were 
expected to gain knowledge by reading five arti-
cles from YOUR WORLD, Biotechnology & You, 
Volume 11, Issue Number 1…As students read 
they were expected to come up with at least 10 
ideas, questions, and/or facts that interested them 
from the articles. The 
day of the discussion, 

Protocols in Practice: 
Structures Support Special Education Students’ Rigorous Practice
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

(continued on page 17)

However, we have seen the extension of Looking 
at Student Work and other practices in depart-
mental and level or content area meetings. While 
I’m heartened by these changes in culture, I wish 
everyone were in CFGs for their own learning ben-
efit.

As a Latina, part of my concern for sustaining 
the work has to do with our ability to attract and 
sustain a diverse group of coaches and national 
facilitators. Our community is 60% Latino/a and 
we need to attract and sustain more minority 
coaches.

What do you see as NSRF’s greatest challenge in 
this period?

Right now, I think we are defining ourselves 
as an organization. We are deciding how we are 
going to work together across the country. I think 
people have a good sense of what we should be 
doing but not how we need to work together as 
an organization. We are figuring out how to have 
enough structure and enough space so we can all 
“belong” and answer the question “How do I fit 
in?”

What are your greatest hopes for your work and 
NSRF in the coming period?

I want my work to keep growing. We have 
trained coaches in 12 area school districts and 28 
schools, and we are introducing a new high school 
to our work. I want to keep supporting our estab-
lished schools and serve them well.

I am on the Planning Committee and I hope 
our Winter Meeting will be a defining event.

What would a “defining” Winter Meeting look 
like?

Everybody would have a great learning 
experience and would see it as time well spent. 
Participants would make connections with col-
leagues from across the country and would leave 
with an understanding of shared work and shared 
hope for the future of our work.

Ileana Liberatore can be contacted at
ileana.liberatore@trinity.edu. Debbie Bambino 
can be contacted at dbambino@earthlink.net

Interview with Ileana Liberatore
(continued from page 5)
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permission to say “We don’t know.” It gives us per-
mission to open up our classroom doors and ask 
colleagues for help. We can walk into someone’s 
classroom and say, “Since I’m not exactly sure 
what I’m doing, my guess is that you might not be 
either. Maybe together, we can figure something 
out.” We can’t look to the state standards to figure 
it all out. We can’t externalize our involvement and 
complicity in the status quo. We can interrupt some 
of those realities of schooling in this country.  

I think that part of it has to do with the misogy-
nistic legacy. Most teachers in this country remain 
female:  they’re middle class, they’re white, they’re 
in their forties, and they’re women. And most 
administrators across the country are still men. So 
you have a situation that began well over 100 years 
ago in which the political authority is male domi-
nated and the workforce is female dominated. I 
think part of the isolation in classrooms originated 
as a survival strategy: one that we have to unpack 
together in order to make the changes that we 
know we need to make.

I’m afraid that a lot of people in Houston don’t 
really associate their CFG work with NSRF yet. 
We’re working on that, but would are some things 
you say to encourage Houstonians to be part of 
NSRF and to feel connected to NSRF?

Become a member - even at the smallest con-
tribution level. Through a robust Center of Activity 
like Houston A+ Challenge, it’s important to push 
the notion that NSRF is a collective and a member-
ship organization.  

Members are involved in a national 
movement. I think that NSRF is a stronger move-
ment than an organization. Our Centers of Activity 
are very strong organizations, but I think NSRF 
national is really a movement. CFG work is hav-
ing an effect in Houston and in Greater Texas, as it 
clearly is, and if it is part of people’s teaching craft, 
then I would encourage folks to become members 
and officially become a part of the movement.

That’s a great call to action to end on, and we’ll let 
you get out to your next appointment.

Well, thank you very much. I hope that was 
helpful.

Steven Strull can be reached at 
stevenstrull@optonline.net

Director’s Report
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