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permission to say “We don’t know.” It gives us permission 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 misogynistic 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 dominated 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.

However, we have seen the extension of Looking
at Student Work and other practices in departmental 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 benefit.
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.

ast 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 repertoire.

(continued from page 9)

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 contribution 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 membership organization.
Members are involved in a national
movement. I think that NSRF is a stronger movement than an organization. Our Centers of Activity
are very strong organizations, but I think NSRF
national is really a movement. CFG work is having 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.

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 established 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 colleagues from across the country and would leave
with an understanding of shared work and shared
hope for the future of our work.
<

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
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Ileana Liberatore can be contacted at
ileana.liberatore@trinity.edu. Debbie Bambino
can be contacted at dbambino@earthlink.net
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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 dilemmas, my student “Denise” presented her struggles
with her last period biology class. Denise was
clearly at her wits’ end with this small group of thirteen 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 personal classroom support aide. Denise shared that
the social nature of the class was becoming a disruption to the learning process. She contrasted this
“problem” class with the rest of her high-achieving
and honors level classes. She clearly resented feeling 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 discussion 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 proConnections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

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 connection time, verbal expression is not. In conducting 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 articles 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,
(continued on page 17)
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ouston A+ staff continues to provide the
40-hour new coach training seminar.
During the 2007-2008 year, Houston A+
CFG National Facilitators trained approximately
300 teachers and administrators.
Over the course of the 2007-2008 school
year, program coordinators Tim Martindell and
Michael Webster trained 52 school improvement
specialists in Spring Branch ISD.
Tim Martindell and CFG consultant Donna
Reid provided training in facilitative leadership using the CFG model for 86 Goose Creek
Consolidated School District leaders. The initial
cohort was comprised of a 26-member leadership
team including Superintendent Barbara Sultis.
Through its Houston A+ replication grant, Goose
Creek trained an additional 60 elementary and
middle school leaders to build critical mass within the district for the CFG work. Denton plans to
become a center of activity in North Texas.
Using funds from a replication grant, CFG
consultant Michaelann Kelley facilitated CFG
training for 35 staff members of Aldine ISD’s
Eisenhower High School in January. This brings
the number of trained coaches on the campus
to 40 and is reinvigorating the teachers as they
focus on examining student work and refining
teacher practice, as well as building the capacity
of teacher leaders. Local National Facilitator Mary
Matthews used funds from a similar grant to train
10 new coaches in Alief ISD.
Houston A+ coordinator Tim Martindell and
consultants Donna Reid and Mary Matthews were
joined by eight Houston area educators at the
National School Reform Faculty winter meeting
held in Tampa, Florida, December 12-15. Tim,
Donna, and Mary each designed and facilitated a
15-hour home group session, as well as modeled
CFG facilitative leadership practice to apprentice facilitators from the Florida region of NSRF.
Participant reflections from the home groups
noted the rigor and depth brought to the discussion by the Houston area national facilitators.
Teachers and administrators continue to
attend trainings and Donna Reid is providing follow-up support for CFG trainers with a biweekly
electronic newsletter. This newsletter highlights
CFG work in the Houston area, spotlights a
trainer’s practice, and provides tips for implementing protocols. The newsletter is linked to the
Houston A+ Challenge website, houstonannenberg.org.
4
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Critical Friends Group as Research Team Grant
CFGs have become forums for teacher
research through two-year grants funded by
Houston A+. Critical Friends Group As Research
Team (CART) provides ten grants that foster inquiries about teaching and learning by teachers and
administrators; CART enables school teams to
improve their practice and advance knowledge
and theory. Each team is led by a trained CFG
coach. Three action labs were held to discuss
evidence and share the progress of the grantees as
they conducted and documented their research.
CART Grant recipients and work to date include:
• Anderson Academy, Aldine ISD: Improving
Arts-Based Approaches in Education: Learning
from Self and Others
• KIPP Academy Sharpstown College Prep:
Vision of Student and Teacher Excellence
• Stovall Academy, Aldine ISD: Improving
Kindergarten Reading Fluency through the Use
of Poetry
• Challenge Early College High School, Houston
ISD: Building Teacher Collaborative Structures
to Improve Student Learning and Self-Efficacy.
• Houston Academy, Aldine ISD: Revisiting,
Revising, and Reflecting on the Houston
Academy STARS (curriculum) Units of Study.
• PACE (Program of Accelerated Education),
Humble ISD: Student Connectivity through
Personalized Learning
• Faculty Academy, University of Houston
(Main, Downtown, and Clear Lake) and Sam
Houston State University: Faculty Academy
Collaboration through Learning and Leading.
• Eisenhower High School, Aldine
ISD: Changing the Context and Content of
Collegial Conversations
• Cross-District CFG, Aldine, Alief, Houston
ISD’s: Changes in Latitude - Changes in
Attitude
• Master Reading Teacher CFG, Houston
ISD: Implementing Reader’s Theater as a
Group of Master
Reading Teachers.
(continued on page 15)
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each student was expected to present one idea,
question, and/or fact to the class. Classmates were
expected to respond to the presenter who then had
the last word on the topic. At the completion of this
activity, each student submitted their list of ideas and
a written reflection on the content of the discussion.
Discussion preparation: I introduced the discussion by explaining my expectations, which were as
follows: students will read five articles on the topic
of cancer, students will record two ideas of interest
from each article (2 points for each idea), students
will present one idea to the class with an explanation as to the importance of said idea (10 points),
students will comment on ideas presented by at
least five of their classmates (5 points), students will
conduct themselves in a respectful manner during
the discussion (5 points) and students will submit a
written summary of knowledge gained from the discussion (10 points). Students were given ample time
to read the articles. In order to assist students with
poor reading skills, I read the articles aloud to them.
Other students, who were comfortable with reading,
worked independently.
Reflection
Having students discuss the topic of cancer is
much more effective than taking notes, completing
worksheets, and/or taking a test on the subject. …
Students are to state educated opinions and share
real life experiences with the class. This process
allows for a more in-depth discussion of the topic on
a more personal level than the textbook could ever
provide. As I told my students when they wanted to
know why we were having a discussion on cancer,
“This is one topic that has great relevance to your
lives, and knowledge of this topic could benefit you
by extending your life.”
Video Recording Analysis (Students in my grad class
were responsible for videotaping their classes and
analyzing the tapes as part of their NBCT portfolios.)
Proof of a student learning to reason can be
seen in the fourth presenter’s discussion. This student
is trying to understand the point of medication in
cancer treatment. She asks “If there isn’t a cure, then
what do the pills do?” Student respondents mention
“stop the spread,” “put cancer in remission,” and
“slow down the cancer.” At that point we discuss
the role of angiogenesis and angiogenesis inhibitors
in the treatment of cancer. In her “last word, the
presenter shows the thought she has invested in this
idea as she contemplates the discussion. “You said if
Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

you stop feeding the tumor, it will starve. If you do
that, you can stop the cancer.” She was able to use
deductive reasoning to better understand the role of
angiogenesis in the treatment of cancer.
I was able to help students further explore possible solutions to the concerns presented by each
person by asking probing questions and directing
students to the information found in the articles we
read to prepare for the discussion. For example, the
second presenter was concerned that removal of
skin growths is not always a successful treatment
for skin cancer. The first three respondents noted
“cancer cells are still in the blood stream,” “great
grandmother had skin cancer removed in many locations on her face,” and “cancer entered the blood
stream.” At this point I knew all students understood
that removal of growths is not always successful
because cancer cells enter the blood stream and
show up at other points in the body. There was a
pause in the conversation. So I asked probing questions to get students to think about why removal of
skin growths is sometimes successful. I asked, “How
can this be successful sometimes? What are the possibilities?” One student was then able to explain to
the class that if you can catch the cancer before it
spreads to the blood stream, then you can successfully treat the cancer.
One method to ensure fairness that I employed
for this discussion was to make 100% participation
a requirement. To ensure equity, I set up the discussion so that the presenter would have the right to the
last word on the topic that they brought to the class.
By doing this I allowed the presenter to clarify their
understanding, restate their opinion, and/or simply
acknowledge new information.
Closing Reflection
I was very impressed with the outcome of this
discussion, and I made a point to let my students
know how proud I was of them. One thing I did that
made this process so successful was I stressed preparation for the discussion. I made sure that even my
low level readers would be prepared by reading the
articles to them.
I learned that my students, regardless of ability
levels, are all capable of comprehending difficult scientific concepts.
I learned that discussion is the best method to
actively engage this particular class of students in
a topic related to biology. All of the students were
listening and on task for
the entire discussion. I
(continued on page 19)
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Fostering CFGs in a PLC Landscape
Donna Reid, Texas

A

s a consultant for CFG support for the
Houston A+ Challenge, an independent
nonprofit that initiates and supports school
reform efforts in the Greater Houston area, I get
to work with Critical Friends Group coaches in
schools all over the Houston region. The many
reflections I have collected over the course of my
work indicate how transformative CFGs can be for
an entire campus, as well as for individual teachers
and principals.
My own CFG story began in 1998 when I was
one of four people on my campus who attended
the first CFG New Coach Seminar held in Houston.
At the time, I was a seventh grade history teacher,
and the training was personally transformative.
I was amazed by how our facilitators were so
responsive, and I felt empowered because CFG
group members were expected to develop the
agendas for our meetings instead of adhering to
professional development dictated by the school
district or state education agency. When we initiated CFGs at our middle school, the faculty
embraced protocols as tools that helped us have
timely, equitable conversations. Soon, with the
participation of both teachers and principals, CFG
practices infused our campus with more teacher
agency, and our school portfolio was bursting with
evidence of increased collaboration, intense focus
on student learning, and rich reflection that led to
improvements in our daily practice.
Unfortunately, I have also collected dozens of
stories about how CFGs have been misunderstood
and misused. For example, four years ago, I was
shocked and disheartened when a successful CFG
coach in a local elementary school confided that
the new principal had just announced to the faculty
“We’re not going to do CFGs anymore. The district
wants us to do PLCs instead.” The coach felt like
the rug had been pulled out from under her when
the administrators demonstrated that they neither
understood nor valued the important work that the
school’s CFGs had done to revitalize the school
culture and make gains in student achievement.
More recently, while a group of coaches-intraining was debriefing a consultancy this past June,
a participant blurted “Everybody on my campus
HATES protocols!” When I followed up over lunch,
the teacher explained that the school’s administrative team supported the PLC model enough to
schedule time in the school day for departments
and grade levels to
meet, but they also
(continued on page 13)
2

Winter 2009

Consenting Adults...

Protocols in Practice...

IEP meetings and try it out in a variety of states. If you
are interested in being part of this collaborative effort,
please contact me.
<

did not have one discipline problem. I did not
have to remind students to complete an assignment. I could keep even the most talkative student in check by simply asking if his comment
had anything to do with the discussion.
I learned that our daily Connection time has
paid off in terms of student respectfulness. This
is a rowdy, talkative bunch of students. But by
following our expectation of respectful behavior
while someone is talking, on a daily basis, this
class has learned the concept of control. They
were able to honor one another as they raised
their hands to speak and waited to be called
upon. I can’t begin to say how proud I am of
these students.
The final thing I learned from this discussion
was that my students thoroughly enjoyed the
process. One student wrote in his reflection, “I
thought this discussion was a good idea because
I learned a lot and had fun doing it. The fact that
we had to come up with our own topics out of
the magazine taught us how to pick important
facts out of a group of information … I really
hope we do it again.” Based on their performance and attitude, I intend to use discussion
with this class as often as possible.”

(continued from page 18)
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Azure Dee Smiley may be contacted at
asmiley@uindy.edu
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and be explicit about the tensions regarding power and
agency that inevitably surface when CFGs are introduced in a school. Our sustainability depends upon it.
We must continue to set our own agendas and plans,
and we must be accountable for revising and implementing those agendas and plans to meet the needs of
our students. We cannot afford to settle for PLCs that
are nothing more than grade or departmental groups
with new names. Our students’ success depends on our
willingness to disturb the status quo, and CFGs are a big
first step on the journey.
<
Donna Reid may be contacted at
cfgcoach@robreid.com
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Denise’s transformation from a teacher who
was frustrated and unhappy about being “stuck”
with a last period class of noisy, failing students,
to a teacher working to differentiate instruction in support of each student’s success was a
pleasure to behold. Denise’s “willingness to be
disturbed” and challenge her assumptions about
these students and their abilities reinforced my
belief in student empowerment and our responsibility to personalize instruction. Denise’s shift
and success has also made me wonder about
all of the students and teachers who continue
to “mark time” in too many of our classrooms,
with or without their IEPs.
<
Debbie Bambino can be reached at
dbambino@earthlink.net

Correction
In our last issue of Connections, we published the poem, “Race Matters” by John Patrick Moran. We
mistakenly identified the author as being from California. In fact, Mr. Moran is a school coach with the
North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. He wrote the poem during a weeklong Equity-Based
Critical Friends Coaches training which was co-facilitated
<
by Camilla Greene of Pennsylvania, Gregory
Peters of San Francisco, and RoLesia Holman of North Carolina. - Connections Editorial Board
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