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has undertaken to ensure that the
California State Standards for English/
Language Arts are made accessible
to middle and high school students
throughout the district by reorganizing
the standards into a more manageable,
coherent format. Rather than continuing to work from the state’s list of anywhere from 46 to 63 standards for each
grade level, LAUSD has organized the
standards into separate components,
such as narrative, exposition, literary
response and analysis, and persuasion.
The standards most relevant to each
component are addressed during a
given period of instruction, and those
standards are assessed periodically
(roughly quarterly), hence the name
– Periodic Assessments.
Each of these Periodic
Assessments can provide educators
with, literally, tons
of data about student
progress. Our CFG
spent one of our early
meetings simply getting acquainted with
all the different types
of data from these
assessments. We
were truly amazed,
maybe even a bit overwhelmed, by all the
data in front of us!
The data are available as broadly
or as specifically as the person examining might like: individual student, individual teacher, period by period, grade
level at a single school, grade level per
local district, aggregated or disaggregated, with individual item responses,
with information by specific content
standard, and on and on. The district
has remained true to its commitment
that these assessments are not highstakes; the purpose of the assessments
and the data is to inform instructional
practice and enhance student learning.
The dilemma that our CFG saw
was this: the data were, at least in
schools where we worked, rarely being
used effectively, if at all. Most teachers
were as overwhelmed as we were by
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the sheer magnitude of the data. Even
more daunting, because most teachers had had previous experiences that
had taught them that “data are not our
friends,” there was widespread distrust
of how the data would be used.
As we continued to plow through
mountains of data reports, we became
clear about a few principles that guided
our protocol development. We wanted
to be sure to:
• think about ways to help teachers,
individually and collaboratively,
reflect on these data reports so that
they are not viewed as threatening or
as a basis for evaluation;
• keep the focus on evidence of what
students are learning, not on how
teachers are teaching;
• set up conditions so that teachers
approach the data analysis in a spirit
of inquiry, bringing
to the process their
own questions. We
connected to our own
experiences in using
protocols to learn
from student work.
We knew that there
were road maps to
guide us in both the
ATLAS Protocol and
the Collaborative
Assessment
Conference. Our first attempt to use
a protocol-like approach to analyzing the data went something like
this:
1. We were clear that the data
analysis should not be a “fishing
expedition.” There were just too many
reports for us to go in without questions to guide our inquiry. So, before
we looked at the data, we did a twominute quick write in response to the
question, “What information do I hope
to find out by looking at these data?
Or, what do I hope to learn by looking
at these data?” We shared our thoughts
and generated some guiding questions
for our group.
2. We agreed on one type of report,
and made sure we all had copies of the

same report type for one grade level.
We then asked the following questions,
in rounds:
• What do you see/notice/observe?
• What surprises you? What makes it
surprising?
• What questions do the data raise for
you? OR What else do you want to
know?
• Where might you go to get that
information?
This got us started, and helped us
to see where we were stuck in the process. Some of the new questions that
came up were:
• Should we identify standards that
will recur from one component to the
next?
• Should we provide this information
to group members up front, or is it
important for participants to seek out
this information and make sense of it
for themselves?
• Once we’ve identified an area
where students aren’t doing well on
the assessment, what is the bridge
between what they know and how
they perform in the classroom to
how they perform on the test? How
do we make the connection between
evidence of understanding in the
classroom and performance on the
assessment?
• How can we tell if students’ struggles are more related to the construction of the test item than to the students’ mastery of the content?
• When is it important to look at disaggregated data? When is it important to examine individual students’
scores?
We managed to sustain our focus
on this development over five of our
monthly meetings. We ended up with
two protocol drafts. One protocol is
for individual teacher reflection, called
“Learning from Student Data Protocol
– Individual Teacher Self-Reflection.”
The other is for a grade level or team
of teachers, the “Learning from Student
Data Protocol.” I recently shared
these protocols with literacy coaches
in my local district, who have agreed
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hen you consider the power
of networks and their
impact on school reform
in New York City, you realize that New
York is really, in many ways, a small
town. Just a handful of us at NSRF have
worked with more than four-hundred
superintendents, principals, assistant
principals and other teacher leaders in
NYC over the last few years, embedding NSRF work into all professional
development that we do. If you add
our NSRF NY Endorsed Facilitators
and others we’ve trained, the number of
people we have worked with expands
geometrically.
We have found that responsive
facilitation and the use of NSRF’s principles of reflective practice, collaboration, and shared leadership can be effective means of working with people in
districts to create respectful, thoughtful,
and safe conditions that will encourage
them to look critically at their practices.
So, while the NSRF community is
very much alive and well in New York
City, it is a community of ideas and
practice far more than an organization.
We are fairly certain that only a small
number of that community would think
to identify the work they are doing as
NSRF work. What they understand it
to be is an approach to working with
colleagues and students which values
inclusion and multiple perspectives and
sees leadership as being responsible for

creating an environment where learning is enhanced by collaboration.
The use of protocols and the recognition that skilled peer facilitation
is important are becoming mainstream
rhetoric in NYC. Practice, of course,
lags. What many of us have done, in
our different roles within the NYC
Department of Education and partner
organizations, is to take advantage of
professional development opportunities that exist
to introduce
some new
ways of
working and
then to be
absolutely
transparent
about it. We
aggressively
encourage
bold action by
participants to
“go home and
try it” and
come back and
talk about it.
A principal of a very large high
school, after participating in a textbased discussion using an NSRF
Protocol, changed the school’s
planned professional development
for the following week and engaged
the entire faculty, for the first time,
in reading and discussing a common
text. The principal shared that while
he had been wanting to do something
like that, he simply had had no image
of a way he could pull it off until
he experienced it himself. A teacher
who participated in an NSRF training
session where participants silently
responded to a prompt in writing
on a common large sheet of paper,
reported that the next day she used
this same strategy to introduce a new
book to her class, saving the paper
for a reflective activity at the end.
She was thrilled at how well it was
received.
We have also offered more formal “facilitation training” in various
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configurations in order to build vibrant
professional communities that support
student achievement for all students,
even those who have traditionally been
marginalized and thought of as terminally at-risk.
One recent example: Alan works
with twelve high schools in New York
City. After he had engaged school
leaders in a process of inquiry and
reflection over the course of months,
it became clear
to three of these
school leaders
that while they
were working in various
teacher team
configurations,
they weren’t
realizing sufficient payoff. Meetings
were going off
on unproductive tangents.
Decisions
seemed to take forever and often
became bargaining sessions instead of
creative problem-solving experiences.
They wanted the groups to be able to
set agendas, follow through, seek solutions, assess progress, critique plans
and be creative. A tall order. Through a
series of consultancies and other problem-solving protocols, it became clear
to all that teacher-leaders needed to
strengthen their facilitation skills and
broaden their repertoire in order to be
effective leaders in these collaborative
communities.
An institute was hatched by
Vivian, Alan and two principals for
teams of administrators and teachers
from these three schools. The institute
was led by NSRF-trained facilitators
and was rooted entirely in the work
of these schools. After three intensive days, participants went back to
their schools to apply what they had
learned, having committed to return a
month later to talk about their efforts.
Teachers looked at how their work
(continued on page 18)
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with colleagues and students changed.
Formal leadership looked at how they
supported staff, worked with teacherleaders and helped others develop
skills and begin to change habits. The
cycle repeated twice.
Throughout the process, participants were encouraged to pursue
NSRF NY Endorsement by ultimately
presenting a portfolio of their work
demonstrating their facilitation skills
in action. Five of the twenty-five participants received endorsement. ALL
participants left more skilled.
We see examples of formal and
informal leaders at all levels within the
district applying NSRF principles and
practices:
• We model and encourage the use of
feedback as teaching/learning and
community-building tools. Not only
does this allow us to take the pulse
of the group, it engages everyone
in a reflective process in which we
experience how feedback can shape
future events. This happens when
a good leader is able to synthesize
input on behalf of those they lead
and is an essential dimension of
building a reflective community of
learners.
• Our practice of “transparent facilitation” (characterized by public
reflection and sharing your thinking
as facilitator regarding choices and
intention) allows the group to see
us not as leaders who with all the
answers but as colleagues striving
to help members learn to ask better questions and take increasing
responsibility for their own learning
and the learning of peers.
• In Vivian’s school (Landmark HS)
the teachers have undertaken an
extensive re-examination of their
twelve-year-old portfolio process.
This inquiry makes extensive use of
feedback and NSRF structured protocols to guide them in this work.
Staff trained as facilitators have
emerged as leaders of this process of
investigation and reform.
• Two of Alan’s largest high schools

are engaged in the process of forming smaller learning communities.
They believe that facilitation skills
acquired through applying NSRF
principles and practices are absolutely necessary to sustain any
change from within.
• Local Endorsed Facilitators have
gone on to form Critical Friends
Groups and still others have taken
on teacher-leadership roles in their
schools or stepped up to help plan
and facilitate a variety of professional development opportunities.
• A recent series of professional
development sessions for Assistant
Principals (co-facilitated by Vivian,
who was the only participating
principal on the team of district
facilitators) looked very much like
a CFG coaches training, and participants went on to take responsibility
for working with their colleagues
in ways which closely resemble
Critical Friends Groups.
These are a few examples of the
way NSRF NY works. NSRF NY
works almost entirely from within.
You can’t “go to NSRF NY,” but you
can find it in more places than you
think.

NSRF NY Endorsement requires
participants to attend approximately
30 hours of training and then to
present a portfolio of their work
demonstrating their ability to apply
what they have learned in their work.
An alternative route to endorsement
is through an apprentice experience,
where the “training” takes place
by working along with a National
Facilitator. See www.nsrfny.org
for a complete description of the
Endorsement Process and Standards
for Facilitators.
Alan Dichter may be contacted at
adichte@nycboe.net
Vivian Orlen may be contacted at
vorlen@nycboe.net

18

Spring 2005

ConnectionsSpring05 3
Process Cyan
Process Magenta Process Yellow

Working to Understand the Full Impact of Inequity

Serendipity

(continued from page 5)

district would be committed to offering CFG training to a diverse group
consisting of one hundred teachers,
principals and administrators. This
means that approximately one out of
every ten teachers in our district will
have had the CFG training. The seeds
for success will be nurtured further by
the bargained agreement to provide
ample collaborative time at all grade
levels. There has even been some

I believe nothing
happens by chance.
discussion about the possibility of
Oshkosh becoming Wisconsin’s first
NSRF Center of Activity. We dare to
dream.
I believe nothing happens by
chance. Sometimes along the path of
life an event causes an individual to
pause and seek the greater meaning of
his being. It is during these moments
of reflection that we study the path
and contemplate the future. There
was a reason why I came across Miss
Kerberger’s boxes. Maybe that memory was the spark that is now allowing
me to step forward in a leadership
role. Maybe it was to help me remember how important teachers are in the
lives of the children. Where I once
only saw memories in boxes, I now
see the future unfolding. Reaching the
destination at the end of a journey is
not the important part. What we learn,
and who we share those experiences
with along the way, are the things that
give meaning to our journeys. Creating
a smoother path for those who follow
in our footsteps is the precious gift
which we can offer.

John Pieper can be contacted at
jpieper@new.rr.com
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This is not a standard book
review; rather, it is a glimpse into my
transaction with the text Educating
Teachers for Diversity: Seeing with
a Cultural Eye by Jacqueline Jordan
Irvine.

A

few years ago we revised
NSRF’s mission statement to
include language about working to “foster educational and social
equity…” and since that time I realize
I have often been responsible for trying
to just “add on” a focus about issues
of equity. The revision of our mission
statement makes sense to me as a former Philadelphia Middle School teacher, as a current Urban Education grad
student and as a facilitator of CFGs.
In each of these roles I have become
increasingly convinced that racism and
other forms of bias are the greatest barriers we face in our efforts to positively
transform the educational experiences
of our kids, especially when our kids
are poor, inner city, kids of color.
A first step in moving forward
around issues of inequity for me has
been getting in touch with what I don’t
know. As a white, female, heterosexual
educator, I know I need to consciously
incorporate a focus on those differences
that I don’t “know” by virtue of my
own lived experience. In other words,
I have to choose to acknowledge the
presence and impact of racism, cultural
chauvinism and homophobia in our

NSRF Mission Statement
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.

system and in my own practice
continuously. As a facilitator, I
have regularly tried to make that
choice by adding an activity
or protocol here and a reading there, without thoroughly
reworking the framework of the
coaching support I offer as an
external coach in a number of
districts and schools.
By treating equity as an
“add on” to an already full
agenda, I have unwittingly
set up the context for it to
be “left off.” Consequently,
when time gets short, the
articles and activities
that explicitly deal with
equity are given less time,
or they are postponed,
despite my intellectual
understanding that these
issues lie at the heart of
our failure to successfully breach the persistent achievement gap.
Recently, as a grad student, I
have been reading Jacqueline Jordan
Irvine’s book, Educating Teachers
for Diversity: Seeing with a Cultural
Eye, and I have been struck by her
analysis that we all can work to see
with a “third eye,” an eye that “sees
a different picture and examines
alternative explanations.” Dr. Irvine
goes on to call for collaborative
action research wherein outside/inside

educator-researchers like
myself “assume the humility of good
anthropologists.” By calling myself an
outsider/insider I am making explicit
my role as a white educator who works
and observes “inside” settings where I
am the “outsider” from the dominant
culture of power, despite my being
in the minority numerically in buildings and systems where children of
color predominate. I understand Dr.
Irvine’s call for humility as a demand
(continued on page 14)
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