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G

ender equity in our schools...
…hmm. I must confess that
when I first began thinking
about this issue, I was preoccupied
with concerns about the ways I saw
girls receding into the background
when they moved from seventh to
eighth grade. I’d been looping with
my classes for a few years and I
couldn’t help noticing the way my
noisy, adventurous seventh-grade girls
were rapidly becoming demure, quiet
members of the “follow the boys” club
as eighth graders. Since I was unwilling to let this phenomenon take hold
in my classes, I began to mechanically
alternate between boys and girls when
I called on students in my classroom
conversations. I also bought and read
everything I could get my hands on
about the ways girls seemed to lose
self-esteem in direct proportion to the
increase in their hormones. Finally, I
co-sponsored an extra-curricular club
called Girl Talk/Ask the Girls at my
middle school. Our club flourished for
the next five years and my classes got
used to the fact that we were sometimes going to wait for a girl to speak,
even if five boys were waving their
hands at me. But somewhere after
the first year of my crusade to stem
the tide of lost female self-esteem, I
became painfully aware that my boys
needed some special attention too.
Maybe it was the way they hid under
my desk on Friday afternoons to try
and crash our club meetings, or maybe
it was the data that got to me, data that
showed beyond any shadow of a doubt
that we were losing our young men in
record numbers, losing them academically as well as socially. Given this
nagging awareness, I enlisted the support of a young male colleague and the
Smart Alex club for boys was born.
While the existence of the tandem
support clubs for girls and boys began
to address some social needs for their
members, the larger instructional and
school-wide cultural expectations still
loomed large. I couldn’t escape from
the fact that our suspension list was

Reviving Ophelia:
Saving the Selves
of Adolescent Girls,
Mary Pipher
The book I wish I
had read before my
daughters became
teenagers. One of
the texts I used to
guide the reflections we wrote and talked about in my
Ask the Girls club.
Black Masculinities
and Schooling: How
Black Boys Survive
Modern Schooling,
Tony Sewell
An in-depth study of
one inner city boys
comprehensive school
in London that sheds
light on the possible role of teachers’
racism and the need for anti-racist policies in our schools. Looking at the way
pop culture has narrowed the possibilities for Black males, Sewell unpacks
many of the burdens these boys carry
when they are seen as “too cool for
school.” The text, while written in a
very academic style, also points to the
shift by African-Caribbean students
away from a desire to be assimilated
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dominated by males, especially males
of color, any more than I could ignore
the absence of female role models
in our textbooks. And so my reading
continues as I try to develop a concrete
sense of the balance and personalization needed by all students. I don’t
have a lot of answers; in fact, I have
even more questions than I had before
I started; but I do know that there do
seem to be some real learning differences between boys and girls, differences that are often compounded by
layers of race, culture and socioeconomic status in our communities. Here
then are some capsule reviews of just a
few of the books I’ve found useful in
my efforts to address the needs of all
of our students.

into white culture toward a desire to
be accepted and valued on their own
terms.
Schoolgirls:
Young Women,
Self-Esteem and
the Confidence
Gap, Peggy
Orenstein
The guided imagery in the first
chapter that has
students thinking
about their lives
as members of the opposite gender got
me hooked. I used this tool in my advisory with my male and female students.
I also like the way Orenstein deals with
urban and suburban girls’ experiences.
Too many of the books about girls are
really about white middle-class girls.
Lost Boys: Why
Our Sons Turn
Violent and How
We Can Save
Them, James
Garberino
Garberino examines the epidemic
of violence in
our society and
contends with
the historic racism and class bias that
accepts violence as “normal” in urban
areas but alarming when it shows up in
the more affluent suburbs. He works to
unpack the stories of youthful offenders in search of insights for parents,
teachers and everyone who cares about
the future of our young men.
Raising Cain:
Protecting the
Emotional Life
of Boys, Dan
Kindlon & Michael
Thompson
Are boys our lightning rods for harsh
discipline and do we
expect them to turn
(continued on page 16)
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n June 2001 NSRF adopted a
powerful mission statement that
provided a framework for me to
think about my daily work and that of
the NSRF National Center:
The mission of the National School
Reform Faculty is to foster educational
and social equity by empowering all
people involved with schools to work
collaboratively in reflective democratic
communities that create and support
powerful learning experiences for
everyone.
Wearing the lens of the
mission statement has forced me to
acknowledge different “elephants in
the room” – those
sticky issues that
are at the back
of everyone’s
mind but no one
wants to address.
Elephants like the
fact that my sons,
Christian, Russell,
and Bennet,
have greater
opportunities to
nurture and follow
their dreams in
life because they
were born white,
middle class,
and of educated
parents. Elephants
like the times I
have hidden from
parents in the hall because they were
too complicated, or chaotic, and it
took too much time for me to want
to deal with them. Elephants like
the observation that often in group
situations white men usually speak
first, and second, and third.
Naming elephants out loud can
be difficult and uncomfortable for me.
It requires acknowledging hard truths
and taking action resulting in more
work that can rock the boat. Not naming them makes me uneasy. If I try to
ignore them they follow me around
and demand my attention. They nudge
me with their trunks and leave untidy

elephant messes everywhere until
they become so big I keep bumping
into them and am forced to face them.
And there are lots of elephants lurking that I’m oblivious to. I discovered
this recently when my own behavior
became the “elephant” that nobody
wanted to acknowledge.
I attended the BayCES “Coaching
for Educational Equity” Institute in
July, together with NSRF colleagues
RoLesia Holman and Nancy Mohr.
Our goal was twofold: to learn about
the work of BayCES around breaking the cycle of inequity in schools;
and to see how we might infuse this
work into NSRF. I
went knowing I
wanted to “push
myself deeper” in
my understanding
of equity issues.
In my reflection
on day one to the
prompt: “what I
want to learn about
coaching this week”
I wrote ... how can
I get more comfortable dealing with
issues of equity in
school... I want to
gain the confidence
that it’s OK for
an entitled white
woman to deal with
this issue…
By Wednesday afternoon we had
done a lot of content work in full
group, dyads, and small groups. We
had gone far in creating a safe environment in which we could explore
issues and speak our personal truths.
Still, I wanted to go deeper. Again,
from my reflections ... I think this
group has an integrity that makes it
a safe place to engage in activities
or conversations around tricky race/
culture issues...
We read Paula Evans’ article “A
Principal’s Dilemma: Theory and
Reality of School Redesign.” In the
introduction to the text the statement
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“Ms. Evans decided to return to the
trenches” appears. During our discussion others made use of this war metaphor. I made a statement about my personal discomfort using war metaphors
for schools. Uncomfortable silence
ensued before someone picked up an
earlier thread and moved on. The day
ended. We completed our reflections
and went back to the hotel.
Later on, RoLesia, Nancy and
I had our own personal debrief and
reflection. RoLesia, who is African
American, noted how certain people
of color in the room had felt silenced
by my statement. We talked about how
this situation might have played out
differently. Shortly after that, Victor
Cary, one of our facilitators, telephoned
me and wanted to talk. Participant
reflections from the day had confirmed
what RoLesia had noted – reactions
to my statement “I’m not comfortable
using the war metaphor for schools”
had become an elephant in the room.
Many people, particularly those of
color, felt shut down, put down, or
silenced, because that particular metaphor is very real to them. What they
were unable or unwilling to voice in
the group they could express in their
reflections to facilitators. The facilitators felt that it was important to follow
up with the situation the next day but
wanted to talk to me first. I assured
Victor that I had trust in the BayCES
team to deal with it as they saw fit and
welcomed a chance to follow up on
the issue.
While I did welcome it in my head
– hadn’t I repeatedly stated I wanted to
‘go deeper’? – I had to acknowledge
the elephant in my heart. I felt I had
spoken my truth in good faith and was
betrayed by the group for not speaking
theirs. As a result I became fearful of
saying anything in dread of saying the
‘wrong’ thing.
From my journal on Thursday
morning before the meeting opened…
I feel like everyone is avoiding my eye
– I’m a leper – I’ve shut down and
I’m in holding mode – hoping that I
(continued on page 16)
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can work through this successfully.
Our facilitators opened the morning
standing outside the group facing
inward, forming almost a protective
circle around us. They then skillfully created an environment over
the course of the morning – using
affinity groups, small groups, and
dyads – for all of us to reflect upon
our experience of the previous day
and what it meant to us as coaches
for equity. From my journal later
that day … the knot is out of my
heart.
Reflecting on this one example,
and the power that one statement,
said with the best of intentions, had
on a group, deepens my resolve to
keep looking for elephants. I was
fortunate to be in a place where we
were able to identify one and put a
name to it. And yet, in this group
that had the desire to take part in
hard discussions and where the
norm of speaking personal truths
had been established - it was still
hard to name the elephant! So how
much harder is it in a school where
there is distrust, dislike,
and fear?
Wearing the lens of our mission
statement has forced me to look
for, acknowledge, and name conditions that are inequitable, unjust or
contrary to what I believe is good
for kids. I’m not going to give all
kids the same advantages that mine
have overnight. But I can take
action. I can take the time to work
with the parent who I considered
difficult and I can unpack the reasons I found her difficult in the first
place. I can bring up the topic of
‘who is doing the talking’ during a
discussion of group norms. I can be
willing to take the risk of saying the
‘wrong’ thing. Naming elephants is
just one step for me towards achieving our mission.

each other, it is important for schools
and districts to do the same. It is the
only way to achieve real large-scale
reform.
This past spring the faculty of
Henry School went through an affirmation process with the Coalition
of Essential Schools. Visitors from
schools across the country and across
the neighborhood came to share, reflect
and give feedback on Henry’s efforts to
implement the 10 common principles.
Over a two-day period, visitors talked
to teachers, parents, support staff and
students. They visited classrooms and
participated in focus group discussions.

Katy Kelly can be reached at
kkelly@harmonyschool.org
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away from their emotional lives at a
young age? Questions like these are
addressed by Kindlon and Thompson
in ways that I found pushed my
thinking.
Queen Bees
& Wannabes:
Helping Your
Daughters
Survive Cliques,
Gossip,
Boyfriends &
Other Realities
of Adolescence,
Rosalind
Wiseman
The media had a field day in 2002
when there seemed to be new sound
bites every day about the inherent
meanness of girls. Queen Bees offers
some sound advice for parents and
educators without falling into the
trap of seeing a predisposition for
evil in all females.

Connections invites its readers to
share other resources and learning
experiences around equity
issues. Please contact us at
nsrf@harmonyschool.org

16

Fall 2003

Joe McDonald

A modified Tuning Protocol was used
at the end of the two days to share
feedback and discuss future work. All
participants deepened their understanding of our mission as they examined
the relationship between academic and
intellectual rigor. One specific recommendation was the need for the staff
to revive their commitment to the use
of Essential Questions to drive instruction. Having the fresh and trusted eyes
of outside colleagues helped us renew
our purpose for the coming year.
Finally, Fullan spends an entire
chapter addressing the role of student
voice in the school change process.
Even though we live in a democratic
society, schools tend to be not so
democratic. Our students are one of
our greatest under-utilized resources.
Student views can often give clarity
and point toward the solutions to many
school reform issues and concerns. In
highlighting the role of students Fullan
demonstrates that true school reform is
about improving relationships at
all levels.
Last year at Henry we instituted
weekly Classroom Meetings as a way
to regularly facilitate our increased
inclusion of student voice in the way
we did business. Making space for all
voices has improved our relationships
and we believe it has further solidified
our reform efforts.
The New Meaning of Educational
Change is a must read for anyone
involved in school reform. The structure of the book lends itself to be read
entirely or in pieces, according to the
reader’s area of interest. Fullan states
that the most pressing reason we need
school reform is because we “need citizens who can learn continuously and
work with diversity locally and internationally.” Reading this book renewed
my understandings of the complexity of
change and helped me plan more effectively as I move into a new leadership
position in the upcoming school year.
Carol Nejman can be reached via
e-mail at cnejman@aol.com
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veryone here has his or her own image of it, but
Sherry King and I discovered the other day as we
talked on the phone – giving up for the moment our
pretending to work – that for us the image was situated in
the hallway of the 10th floor – opposite the elevators - of a
building on Park Avenue South. There she’d be. Something
about the arms slung wide, about the smile, about the elegance of her clothes and her stance that signaled all of us
who are intuitively less open, less optimistic, and less elegant
that she would give over to us some of these qualities without
our even asking, just because we were special to her.
But others will situate the image differently – at the front
door of a school in the Bronx, at the opening or close of a workshop for school
leaders, or in coming upon her suddenly
at the movies or at the market – to name
just four of her many favorite places in
the world.
But what is this an image of? What
shall we call it? I want to address this
question, having the honor of speaking
today on behalf of the legion of Nancy
Mohr’s colleagues and friends. Nancy
had what may have seemed to us an
uncanny ability to make friends feel like
family and colleagues feel like friends.
But I don’t think it was after all uncanny. It was care and craft, not magic.
She was a connector. The vitality
of any society and its capacity to embrace
Nancy Mohr
novelty and to undergo real change,
and in this case, to improve, depend
on those few people who can do what
Nancy could do. Malcolm Gladwell points out that along the
route that William Dawes took to warn that the British were
marching toward Lexington and Concord, hardly any of the
colonial militias turned out, whereas they did wherever Paul
Revere, the connector, delivered the message. . . . I know
it’s absurd, but I thought Nancy would have gotten a kick out
of being compared to Paul Revere.
If Nancy had planned this event today, she would certainly, as Pat Wasley mentioned to me, want someone to
point out that she died at the height of Fashion Week in New
York. I think she’d also want someone to offer a recipe.
That’s not just because of her love of recipes – you know, she
actually kept a locket with two pictures – of Alan and of Julia
Child. But it’s because recipes pass on wisdom – not just
wisdom of cooking, but of other things too.
So, here’s the recipe for being a connector, as taught
to me in Nancy’s kitchen – and I mean the word kitchen to
stand in for all the contexts in which she worked.
First, you have to take a genuine interest in people as
people.
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Second, you have to reach well beyond the people you
would ordinarily take an interest in if you were just letting
life pass by without seizing it.
Third, you have to base your work on what people
need, but you have to press them to need a better world,
and you have to offer them a glimpse of one.
Fourth, you have to dare to transgress in your connecting work– to violate the rules, cut across ordinary expectations, step out of bounds, change the protocol. I saw a
lovely, gentle example of this when I read the other night
the answers Nancy had written to Questions for Grandma
– a children’s book that her granddaughter, Jenna Emily,
had given her through her parents, Graham
and Michelle. One of the questions
was, “What kind of garden would we
plant together, Grandma?” And Nancy,
transgressing the bounds of the question, wrote, “We’d plant a garden with
some plants that were easy to care for,
so that we’d have more time for cooking
together. I’d prefer that.”
Fifth and finally, you have to give
people a context for coming together,
and you have to understand that at the
heart of any context is a text – something invested with meaning and beauty.
Nancy worked with many texts: protocols, old postcards, student work samples, her own extraordinary photographs.
Her home is a text, and, of course, her
meals were texts.
Remember that Nancy started off as
an English teacher, and she never lost the
touch. I was an English teacher too, and I want to end this
talk by inviting us all – in, I suppose, an English teacherkind-of-way, to think about a poem. It is entitled “for
Nancy,” and was written just in the last few days by one of
her friends, Carole Saltz (see page 4). It’s the fate of connectors to inspire poetry, but this is a better poem than the
one Longfellow wrote about Paul Revere.
Inspiring poetry is just one way that connectors live
on beyond the present. Though Carole’s poem is sad,
I hope you’ll hear the hope in it too. Emily Dickenson
wrote, “Hope is the thing with feathers/ that flutters in
the soul/ and sings the tune without the words/ and never
stops at all.” This is the kind of hope that the connector
leaves behind. The tune without the words. It’s what Rick
Lear meant yesterday in the context of his and Nancy’s
work together in helping redesign the high schools of
Washington State. He said, “I feel like I have her voice
inside me.” Many of you here would say we know her
by heart.
Delivered at Nancy’s Service on September 21, 2003, at
Riverside Chapel, New York City.
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