Taking Up the Research Challenge
(continued from page 15)

PLCs, collaborative practice, and schoolwide professional communities, CFGs are unique. In our
review of the literature we found that terms like
“Professional Learning Community” are used in a
variety of often contradictory ways and for a variety
of purposes, and that in some cases, the term was

“Unlike all of the other
versions of PLCs that we
examined, CFGs have a
very intentional and focused
approach to building reflective,
professional collaborative
communities.”
never defined. Further, the literature on Professional
Learning Communities had little to say about how
to actually create and sustain PLCs, school wide
communities or communal schools. On the other
hand, CFG coaches know, for example, how to
begin a meeting, how to look at and learn from
student work or dilemmas of teacher practice, and
how to offer both support and challenge to their colleagues. In thinking about our research agenda, we
realized that we were in a unique position simply
because all CFGs share clear commitments and a
substantial repertoire of skills that, at their best, are
used in the service of kids. Unlike all of the other
versions of PLCs that we examined, CFGs have a
very intentional and focused approach to building
reflective, professional collaborative communities.
As NSRF moves into its second decade of work,
it will need to continue to accept the challenge of
posing, and working hard to answer, complicated
questions about the connections between its work
and the learning of every student. To fulfill the promise of this second decade of work our organizational
practice will need to mirror the work of our very best
CFGs, whose members have the courage to ask each
other difficult questions, dare to expose and explore
fundamental assumptions and are skilled enough
to uncover thoughtful, authentic answers. We need
to accept and continue to accept the research challenge.			
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Transformation of Body and Soul
(continued from page 4)

large at school. The statement, “Kids can be cruel”
may ring true for us but Jesse lived it. Faced with
challenges like Jesse’s, some kids become the class
clowns, others become violent, and still others
learn to fade into their surroundings.
Jesse learned to fade. It is hard to believe that
a 400-pound teenager could go unnoticed in a
classroom, but Jesse had learned to do just that. He
was quiet and unobtrusive in the classroom, making sure not to draw attention. He would not talk to
anyone, except maybe a couple of teammates. He
worked hard and always produced solid ‘B’ work.
I was empathetic to Jesse, as I was overweight as a
teenager and have carried that into my adult life. I
was friendly and allowed time and space outside of
class for Jesse to open up to me as a teacher and a
caring adult.
The fall semester was eventful; the football
season was uncharacteristically bad, which led to
many additional disparaging remarks to Jesse. Also,
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita disrupted calendars,
classrooms, and learning in our district. The new
seven-period 50-minute class schedule adopted by
the school board was a nightmare for teachers and
students alike. The opportunity to learn about each
student and build relationships was destroyed with
the changes and lack of routines. All the stakeholders were feeling the effects, especially students like
Jesse, the quiet, well-behaved ones that just want a
little of your time. Their needs were trumped by the
needs of hurricane refugees and early teacher burnout due to the new schedule.
During my planning period on a day close to
Christmas, Jesse dropped by; he wanted to talk.
We joked a little as I tried to enter grades into the
computer. I was busy, but Jesse lingered. I went to
make photocopies and when I returned he was still
waiting for me at my desk, sitting in my chair. I was
thinking, “I have so much to do before exams next
week I could use some time to myself.” It was a
brilliant move for Jesse to sit in my chair. He made
me change my perspective and get out from behind
my ‘To do list.’ It finally hit me; Jesse wants to talk
about something serious.
I asked him, “Jesse, what are you doing over
the holidays?”
He gave me an answer I was unprepared for: “I
am getting gastric bypass surgery.”
We talked about the surgery. We talked, well
mostly, he talked and I nodded in agreement, about
how hard it is growing
up fat or, to be politi(continued on page 17)
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Results Now: How We Can Achieve Unprecedented
Improvements in Teaching and Learning
A Book Review by Chris Kingsbery, Pennsylvania

M

ike Schmoker, in his new book
Results Now: How We Can Achieve
Unprecedented Improvements in Teaching
and Learning, urges educators to confront the
brutal facts about American public education.
Rather than offering a defeatist attitude about these
facts, Schmoker encourages his readers to see
them as opportunities to “blow the lid off school
attainment, dramatically and swiftly reduce the
achievement gap, and enhance the ‘life chances’ of
all children, regardless of their social or economic
circumstances.” (p. 2)
Schmoker’s focus is clear: in order to make any
kind of gain the focus must be on instruction and
the supervision of instruction. We must “address the
monumental gap between common and effective
teaching practices, and between typical and effective instructional supervision.” (p. 3)
In this very accessible text, Schmoker sets a
tone of urgency for American educators and provides a simple yet elegant framework for using
what we already know to transform both adult
and student learning in our nation’s schools. The
book moves from stating the brutal facts into a
rationale for a focus on academic literacy across
all content areas. Schmoker speaks to the power
of “authentic literacy” and describes it as “teaching
critical and argumentative literacy” (p. 165) through
authentic experiences. His advocacy is strong and
convincing.
His final chapter focuses on leading a professional learning community. This focus on clear
leadership to sustain this learning environment
was refreshing to read, as this seems to be the area
where many such initiatives falter. He considers not
only building-level leadership, but the role of the
central office and state in promoting professional
learning and accountability for that learning in our
nation’s schools. His final conclusion is a call to
action for “teachers and school leaders at the state

“The ‘solutions’ offered are
achievable and the results are
what we are looking for.”
or province, district and school levels to immediately and relentlessly begin to share, examine, and
engage in dialogue about [the reality of schooling
Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

in America] on every occasion—until our actions
and commitments begin to erase the awful inertia
of past decades.” (p. 164)
This book would be a useful text to use with
school leaders to focus their improvement efforts.
The language and message are simple yet compelling. The “solutions” offered are achievable and
the results are what we are looking for. This is not
a cookie-cutter formula for school improvement;
it is a conversation starter that raises the sense of
urgency we all need to share around the very real
gap between what we know about instruction and
supervision and what we commonly see in our
schools.
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