Taking Up the Research Challenge

Protocol Structure as an Equity...
(continued from page 21)

Kevin Fahey, Massachusetts

I

t is not surprising that, in an organization whose
essential principles include such commitments
as making our work public, and both exposing and challenging our fundamental assumptions,
research should claim an increasingly important
part of the organizational conversation. After ten
years of helping schools and districts build more
collaborative, reflective communities that support
good teaching, powerful learning and equitable
practice, NSRF is in a unique position and perhaps
even has an important responsibility to ask and
answer some critical questions. And there is compelling evidence that NSRF has accepted this challenge.
This past year, NSRF has:
1. Created the position of National Research
Coordinator,
2. Hosted an NSRF Research Conference, and
3. Created a task force to develop a multiyear
NSRF research agenda, which was submitted
to the Institution for Educational Research for
funding at the end of July.
Each of these actions is evidence that thoughtful research that is helpful both to scholars and
NSRF practitioners will be a crucial part of NSRF
work as the work moves forward into its second
decade.
National Research Coordinator: In the spring
of 2005, the Accountability Council created the
position of National Research Coordinator. The
Accountability Council and the Co-Directors felt
that if research and scholarship were to become a
more central focus in NSRF work, then it would be
important to have a formal position to support this
focus. In the initial discussions, the Co-Directors felt
that some initial goals for the Research Coordinator
would be to (1) facilitate the creation of a multiyear
research agenda, (2) partner with the Harmony
Research Institute, especially in support of the
Annual Research Conference, (3) develop an online
database of NSRF-related research, and (4) facilitate
a conversation around a theoretical framework of
NSRF and CFG work. In general, like much of our
work in NSRF, the job of the Research Coordinator
is to “coach” – to support, to ask difficult questions,
and to be transparent - an ongoing, complicated,
professional conversation. Naturally, many of these
goals for the National Research Coordinator are
still in the beginning stages; however, there is reason, especially with our IES proposal and Annual
Research Conference, to
feel optimistic about the
(continued on page 15)
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ers? While that question would be a perfect one to
explore with a CFG, Israel needed feedback.
When I pushed the group to push into cool
and hard feedback, one student particularly appreciated the invitation – Israel. Slightly breaking
protocol, he reminded us that the world is a competitive place and he is especially concerned about
next year when his essays will influence which colleges and universities do or do not accept him. His
fellow students rose to the challenge and continued
their conversation with ideas and strategies based
on their own experiences. They respectfully pointed
out minimal spelling and grammatical errors AND
pushed the thinking behind the intended message and how it was communicated. During his
response, Israel shared that he got exactly what he
wanted from the protocol and wondered how to
get more formal training to be able to use what he
had heard.
During the debrief, students shared even more
lessons from this experiment.
1. If protocols are to be used with and for students, besides providing training, practice and support, we will need to revise materials so that they
are written to and for students as well.
2. Protocols are for the presenters, but they serve
the participants as well – perhaps even truer for
students. One of the most powerful lessons came
from the one student who was quietest during
Israel’s protocol. She stated that she barely spoke
because she felt Israel’s question could have been
her own. Even though she was not very verbal, she
was taking all the peer feedback as if it were directed to her; she said, “I got a lot out of this protocol
- to improve my own work!”
The day after the critical friends’ conversations,
a number of students approached me to ask how to
get more training and how to bring this tool more
formally to their own schools. (One even asked
if students could attend CFG trainings. Hmmm.)
In the end, students decided that we should take
advantage of CES’ upcoming Fall Forum in Chicago
and propose a pre-conference day-long training for
students in the art of using protocols as tools for
reflecting on and improving their work. If so, let’s
hope this reflection is a “Part 1” and that “Part 2”
will be written by one of those students.
<
Gregory Peters is co-principal of Leadership
High School and Center Director of San Francisco
Coalition of Essential Small Schools. He may be
reached at gpeter@sfcess.org
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“I Don’t See Color, Kids Are Just Kids”
Tanisha Davis-Doss, Washington

I

have heard this statement over and over in my
simply asking you to be aware of those differences
years of education, and quite frankly, I’m terriand allow yourself to live in “awareness.” Living in
fied rather than being impressed. Educators tell
awareness simply means that you realize the difme this continually, and I believe they want me to
ferences, you don’t feel compelled to apologize for
be impressed with their color-blind philosophy, but
the differences, and that you consider those differI am not. Let me tell you why.
ences when you are working with all students.
When you say you do not see color, you are
Please do not read my message and confuse
telling me that you do not see me. So, if you say
the term color with low-income. The two are not
you don’t see color and kids are just kids, you are
the same. Low-income children does not equal chiltelling me that you are ignoring specific details that
dren of color. I am stating this for my colleagues
comprise the character and being of individual chilteaching in private schools and privileged neighdren. Each child comes into your classroom with
borhoods. Just because a student of color comes
different experiences,
from a middle-class
needs, thoughts, and
family, does not
perspective. That
mean that student is
child’s color has a
now “raceless.” No
great deal to do with
disrespect to Ruby
their experiences,
Payne, but we eduneeds, thoughts, and
cators tend to hide
perspective. Take me
behind the poverty
for instance; I have
issue when speakmany identities that
ing on racism and
make me who I am.
the two are different
I am black, I’m a
entities. Each adds
woman, and I’m an
to the disproportioneducator, just to list
ate circumstances in
a few. Black is the
our nation’s school
most essential idenbuildings, but they
tity because it is the
are not the same.
one element that I
I get discouram judged on every
aged at the end of
single day of my life.
our trainings when
Before society sees
participants make
a woman, they see a
comments like, “I
black woman; before
like the training,
society sees an edubut leave the equity
cator, they see a black
stuff
out, kids are just
“When you say you
educator. With both positive and
kids.” I’m even more discouraged
do not see color, you when I realize these educators are
negative implications alike, it is
how I am viewed once I step outteaching children, and I’m not sure
are telling me that
side of my home each day.
I have succeeded in my goal of
you do not see me.”
If I am being judged day
energizing them about CFG work.
to day by the color of my skin,
To me, CFGs give us a tool to live
how can we ignore the color of
in “awareness,” so if a participant
our students? When we teach, we must realize that
in my training still feels that “kids are just kids” at
the students coming into our classrooms have not
the end of the week, I feel as though I have failed
necessarily had the exact same experiences that we
that educator, but most importantly, I have failed
may have had. Judging those students on our own
their students. 				
<
experiences and biases leads to institutionalized
racism, so I ask you, how can you not see color? I
Tanisha Davis-Doss may be contacted at
am not asking you to allow the color differences to
tanishad@rdcc.org
prevent you from being a thoughtful educator, I am
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Taking Up the Research Challenge
(continued from page 2)

progress that has been made so far. I was asked to
serve in this role and have done so during this busy
and exciting past year.
National Research Conference: Another important research-related step that NSRF took last year
was to host the 2006 NSRF Research Conference.
At the 2005 Winter Meeting in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, a number of folks interested in
research-related issues met and brainstormed ways
to both support and focus research efforts around
NSRF work. One suggestion was to sponsor a conference to highlight CFG- related research, offer
scholars and practitioners an opportunity to learn
from each other and to connect the efforts of NSRF
scholars nationwide. Jesse Goodman, Director of
the Harmony Institute of Research, offered to coordinate the first conference. This small group was
excited by the possibility of a conference; however,
not a few of us wondered if we would end with
just the same group sitting around the same table,
except this time in Denver.
The very good news was that over twenty
researchers presented papers and another thirty
participated in the many related conversations.
Scholars from San Antonio to Gainesville to Seattle
to New York presented on issues such as sustaining CFG work, small school CFG work, and CFG
theory. Many of these papers can be found on the
research page of the NSRF web site. On January
24th, the Second Annual Research Forum will take
place before the 11th Annual NSRF Winter Meeting
in Seattle (see page 3 for more information).
Scholars, practitioners, researchers, teachers and
students are encouraged not only to attend, but also
to present papers, studies, and works in progress.
Multiyear Research Agenda: This spring, a small
group of NSRF folks including Frances Hensley,
myself and Daniel Baron began a conversation
about how it was time – or past time – for NSRF
to craft and fund a multiyear research project that
would inform our work and help it move forward.
Scott Hutchinson, the Harmony Education Center
Director of Development, quickly suggested that we
meet with Rockman et al., a national research and
evaluation organization with offices in Bloomington
and multiple sites across the country. Two of the
Rockman folks, Teri Ackey and Cathy Spagia, were
introduced to the National Facilitators at the May
meeting. After more discussion, the group - now
expanded to include Steven Strull, Gene ThompsonGrove and Heidi Vosekas - decided to formally
pursue an ambitious, national research opportunity
Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty

funded by the Institute for Educational Services, the
research arm of the US Department of Education.
The proposal represents a partnership between
NSRF and Rockman et al. Teri Ackey, representing
Rockman, and I, representing NSRF, will be the coprincipal investigators of the study, with ongoing
involvement of colleagues from our organizations
we represented. After long hours of discussion,
writing, rewriting, more discussions and more editing, our proposal was submitted to IES on July 27,
2006.
Although we will not know about the funding
of the grant until next spring, the group, as well as
our Critical Friends who read through numerous
versions of the proposal, feels that it is particularly
strong and fundable. And through the grant-writing
process we have already gained three substantial
and important insights about NSRF work.
The first is related to findings of existing
research related to CFGs and other kinds of
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). It
seems that there is broad support in the literature
for ideas like “professional community,” “communal schools,” and “collaborative, transparent
practice.” Lots of researchers and theoreticians
support NSRF’s core ideas and practices. On the
other hand, there is very little research literature on
how CFGs (or any other PLC) connect to changes
in teacher practice or gains in student learning. It is
this connection between sustained, solid CFG work
and changes in teacher practice and gains in student learning that our IES proposal addresses.
Secondly, we learned that sustaining CFG
work, especially in high schools (the focus of
the grant), and especially in urban high schools,
is very difficult. The site-selection process for
the IES proposal, despite a nationwide network
of facilitators and Centers of Activity, was more
difficult than we had imagined. We heard stories
of isolated instances of persistent quality practice,
exciting new work, and good work that has
struggled or even lapsed for a variety of reasons,
but fewer accounts of sustained and widespread
high school work that offered the possibility of
examining the connections between the work of
CFGs and the work of kids and teachers. One of
the grant proposal’s goals is to begin to document
some of the factors that sustain our work in high
schools.
Finally, we learned something that NSRF practitioners already know
- that in the world of
(continued on page 16)
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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.			
<
Kevin Fahey may be contacted at
kfahey@verizon.net
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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.
<
Results Now: How We Can Achieve
Unprecedented Improvements in Teaching and
Learning, by Mike Schmoker, ASCD, 2006
www.ascd.org/books
Chris Kingsbery can be contacted at
ckingsbery@aol.com
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Changing the Work:
A Report from the Houston Center of Activity
Donna Reid, Texas

L

“

ooking at my work is hard:
Changing my work is even
harder,” observed CFG
Coach and high school art teacher
Ron Venable when asked what was
most surprising about participating
in a Teacher as Researcher (TAR)
CFG last year. Hard as it may be,
changing the work of schools is the
ongoing mission of the many CFG
coaches and facilitators who practice in the Houston area.
As a not-for-profit public,
private partnership, the Houston
A+ Challenge advances Critical
Friends Group work in Houston by
sponsoring New Coach Training
Teacher as Researcher Karen North with a student at The Rice School/
Seminars three times a year under
La Escuela Rice
the leadership of National Facilitator
Michaelann Kelley, offering coaches
With a strong focus on equity, these five
clinics for experienced coaches, and supporting
groups have collected data that shows that CFGs
TAR grants for CFGs across the city.
can have a huge effect on teacher and student
learning.
Teacher as Researcher Grants
For example, TAR participants reported that
One of the newer initiatives promoted by the
being in a CFG helped them focus on student
Houston A+ Challenge is the TAR Grant. In March
needs and student achievement. The most powerful
of 2004, a request for proposals was sent to every
learning came with the realization that “[our group
trained CFG Coach in the greater Houston area.
learned] to value our own knowledge.” Being in
Seven two-year, $10,000 grants were awarded,
the TAR CFGs has encouraged many members of
and five of these groups are still active. The action
the five inquiry groups to reach out to other educaresearch questions that these CFGs have been
tors and spread their knowledge by presenting at
studying include:
seminars and conferences such as the American
1. Can computer programming increase mastery of
Educational Research Association (AERA) and the
algebraic computation skills? led by Karen North,
NSRF Research Forum.
Westside H. S., Houston ISD
This growth in teacher learning affects student
2. How can social studies teachers improve the acalearning as well. Besides improvements in standemic achievement of our students who are nondardized test scores, the teacher researchers report
native speakers of English? led by Peggy Given,
that students are more engaged in classroom activJohnston M. S., Houston ISD
ities and more reflective in their work. Being in a
3. How can we better work with special populations
CFG helps educators become more focused, colsuch as severely handicapped, resource, content
laborative, and reflective. These important habits
mastery, and English as a Second Language stuare then passed on to students through such means
dents to increase their literacy? led by Michaelann
as assignments that depend on collaboration and
Kelley, Eisenhower H.S., Aldine ISD
portfolios that develop skills in reflection. Thus,
4. How do CFGs impact student achievement in
through the support of the TAR Grant, these CFGs
the core curriculum? led by Mary Matthews, Best
have changed teacher practice and student work.
Elementary, Alief ISD, and
5. How do teachers and administrators know that
CFG Reunion
their individual practice impacts learning in aesThe Houston CFG Reunion was held on
thetics and literacy? a multidistrict, multi-instituSaturday, February 25, at the University of Houston
tion group led by Gayle Curtis, Hamilton M. S.,
Hilton. Daniel Baron,
Houston ISD.
Co-Director of NSRF
(continued on page 20)
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Transformation of Body and Soul
(continued from page 16)

cally correct, overweight. I listened and offered little
I think this speaks volumes about how well
in advice except an open heart and arms.
Jesse had done at fading into his surroundings.
After his surgery, Jesse came back and was very
Some students had not even noticed a quiet 400self-conscious because he had permission to drink in
pound student every day in their class, yet now at
class (which is against school policy) and was asking
a more self-confident 275 pounds, they see him.
to go to the restroom two and three times a period.
Jesse was given a chance at reinventing himself
We talked and Jesse told me about the surgery and
through both the surgery and his social activism.
his doctor putting him on an all-liquid diet.
The combination of the two events can be seen as
Everything seemed to be going well until Jesse
the ‘perfect storm’ in Jesse’s journey.
passed out. He was so worried about being treated
Jesse commented on his transformation, “I see
differently that he had
myself as a whole differstopped drinking the liquids
ent person, someone that I
that were required and it
want to get to know more
“The implication for me as
was having adverse effects
and I want others to get to
a teacher is remembering the
on his body. He was out
know, also.”
need to reach and get to know
from school for a few days
The implication for
and upon return found his
me
as
a teacher is rememall of my students.”
comfortable place in the
bering the need to reach
classroom… fading.
and get to know all of my
School continued and Jesse and I would talk
students. The students who are doing well acaoutside of class. I would ask how many pounds he
demically, even those who are well behaved and
had lost and comment on how great he was lookinvolved in extracurricular activities, could be
ing. Then one Tuesday in February, I got an e-mail
hiding behind a painful persona. Jesse’s pain was
that Jesse was back in the hospital with bleeding. I
evident in his eating disorder; others’ pain might
went to the hospital that day after school; Jesse and
not manifest itself in the same way. The only way
I had a long talk about his plans for college, his
to find out if a student is wearing a mask or a perfamily, and all the health problems that had led to
sona is to work at getting to know them beyond the
his decision to have the gastric bypass surgery.
surface.
Jesse recovered excellently; pounds melted off.
Jesse was able to break out of his shell, shed
He tried to belt his pants up but all they did was
his fear of being noticed, and become a leader.
fall. He had to give in and buy some new clothes.
This high school student took a stand by walking
Week after week, as the pounds came off, his confiout of school and marching nine miles to make
dence level grew. Jesse began to talk in class. I even
the plight of so many immigrants front-page news.
spied him talking to a few girls in the hall and he
Jesse continued being a leader with his compassion
later told me he had gotten one of the girl’s digits
for his fellow students by shouldering the blame
(translation – phone number). He beamed from ear
and taking the consequences from the school
to ear most days.
district for his friends’ protesting beside him. The
Spring break came and I vacationed in Turkey.
courage to take a position on a hot topic such as
Upon my return, Jesse wanted to hear about my
immigration was no small feat, but then to maintravels and Turkish culture and to see pictures of a
tain your leadership while facing the consequences
world he had yet to explore. Our relationship had
of your actions makes you not only brave – but
moved beyond discussions of weight to issues of
also a hero in more ways than one.
<
making personal choices and making hard decisions
that affect your life.
Jesse’s story is not offered as an endorsement
After the walkout, another student, Twanda,
of gastric bypass surgery; rather it is shared as a
asked Jesse about the student march to the immireminder of the pain and invisibility that so many
gration office and commented that nine miles was
of our students face because of their difference.
really far. She then looked at Jesse and said to him,
Jesse approved this article before it
“Walking really was good; you look like you lost
was published. Michaelann Kelley is an art
some weight.” I could do nothing but laugh. When
teacher, NSRF National Facilitator and CFG Coach
Twanda made this statement, Jesse had lost 125
in Houston, Texas and can be contacted at
pounds already. She had not even noticed.
mkelley@aldine.k12.tx.us
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