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Taking Up the Research Challenge

Kevin Fahey, Massachusetts

essential principles include such commitments

as making our work public, and both expos-
ing 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 com-
pelling evidence that NSRF has accepted this chal-
lenge.

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 thought-
ful 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 rea-
son, especially with our IES proposal and Annual
Research Conference, to
feel optimistic about the

I t is not surprising that, in an organization whose

(continued on page 15)

Fall 2006

In this issue

Taking Up the Research Challenge
Kevin Fahey, Massachusetts 2

11th Annual NSRF Winter Meeting 3

Transformation of Body and Soul
Michaelann Kelley, Texas 4

ATale of Two Schools
Debbi Laidley, California 5

Hip-Hop: A Crucial Addition to the Curriculum
Camilla Greene, Connecticut 6

NSRF’s Living History:
An Interview with Heidi Vosekas
Peggy Silva, New Hampshire 7

Changing the Work: A Report from the
Houston Center of Activity
Donna Reid, Texas 8

Results Now, A Book Review
Chris Kingsbery, Pennsylvania 9

“I Don’t See Color, Kids Are Just Kids”
Tanisha Davis-Doss, Washington 10

Diversity Books for Young Children
Sarah Childers, Indiana 11

Students at the Center: Protocol Structure as

an Equity Pedagogy for Student-to-Student

Critical Friendship

Greg Peters, California 12

Connections is a journal of the National School
Reform Faculty, a division of Harmony Education
Center. Published three times per year, it provides a
forum for CFG Coaches and other reflective educators
to share their practice.

Editorial Board: Debbie Bambino, Sarah Childers,
Camilla Greene, Debbi Laidley, and Greg Peters

If you have any feedback or are interested
in contributing to Connections contact us at
812.330.2702 or dbambino@earthlink.net

Connections: the Journal of the National School Reform Faculty



Taking Up the Research Challenge
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progress that has been made so far. | was asked to
serve in this role and have done so during this busy
and exciting past year.

National Research Conference: Another impor-
tant 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 con-
ference 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 coor-
dinate 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 sustain-
ing 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 Thompson-
Grove and Heidi Vosekas - decided to formally
pursue an ambitious, national research opportunity
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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 |, representing NSRF, will be the co-
principal 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 edit-
ing, 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,” “com-
munal 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 stu-
dent 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 prac-
titioners already know

- that in the world of (continued on page 16)
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PLCs, collaborative practice, and schoolwide pro-
fessional 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 col-
leagues. 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 prom-
ise 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 chal-
lenge. ]
Kevin Fahey may be contacted at
kfahey@verizon.net
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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, mak-
ing 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.

[ was empathetic to Jesse, as | was overweight as a
teenager and have carried that into my adult life. |
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 stakehold-
ers 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 burn-
out 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. | was busy, but Jesse lingered. | went to
make photocopies and when [ returned he was still
waiting for me at my desk, sitting in my chair. | was
thinking, “I have so much to do before exams next
week | 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.

[ asked him, “Jesse, what are you doing over
the holidays?”

He gave me an answer | was unprepared for: “I
am getting gastric bypass surgery.”

We talked about the surgery. We talked, well
mostly, he talked and | nodded in agreement, about
how hard it is growing

up fat or, to be politi- (continued on page 17)
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cally correct, overweight. | listened and offered little
in advice except an open heart and arms.

After his surgery, Jesse came back and was very
self-conscious because he had permission to drink in
class (which is against school policy) and was asking
to go to the restroom two and three times a period.
We talked and Jesse told me about the surgery and
his doctor putting him on an all-liquid diet.

Everything seemed to be going well until Jesse
passed out. He was so worried about being treated
differently that he had
stopped drinking the liquids
that were required and it
was having adverse effects
on his body. He was out
from school for a few days
and upon return found his
comfortable place in the
classroom... fading.

School continued and Jesse and | would talk
outside of class. | would ask how many pounds he
had lost and comment on how great he was look-
ing. Then one Tuesday in February, | got an e-mail
that Jesse was back in the hospital with bleeding. |
went to the hospital that day after school; Jesse and
I had a long talk about his plans for college, his
family, and all the health problems that had led to
his decision to have the gastric bypass surgery.

Jesse recovered excellently; pounds melted off.
He tried to belt his pants up but all they did was
fall. He had to give in and buy some new clothes.
Week after week, as the pounds came off, his confi-
dence level grew. Jesse began to talk in class. | even
spied him talking to a few girls in the hall and he
later told me he had gotten one of the girl’s digits
(translation — phone number). He beamed from ear
to ear most days.

Spring break came and | vacationed in Turkey.
Upon my return, Jesse wanted to hear about my
travels and Turkish culture and to see pictures of a
world he had yet to explore. Our relationship had
moved beyond discussions of weight to issues of
making personal choices and making hard decisions
that affect your life.

After the walkout, another student, Twanda,
asked Jesse about the student march to the immi-
gration office and commented that nine miles was
really far. She then looked at Jesse and said to him,
“Walking really was good; you look like you lost
some weight.” | could do nothing but laugh. When
Twanda made this statement, Jesse had lost 125
pounds already. She had not even noticed.
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“The implication for me as
a teacher is remembering the
need to reach and get to know
all of my students.”

| think this speaks volumes about how well
Jesse had done at fading into his surroundings.
Some students had not even noticed a quiet 400-
pound student every day in their class, yet now at
a more self-confident 275 pounds, they see him.
Jesse was given a chance at reinventing himself
through both the surgery and his social activism.
The combination of the two events can be seen as
the ‘perfect storm’ in Jesse’s journey.

Jesse commented on his transformation, “I see
myself as a whole differ-
ent person, someone that |
want to get to know more
and | want others to get to
know, also.”

The implication for
me as a teacher is remem-
bering the need to reach
and get to know all of my
students. The students who are doing well aca-
demically, even those who are well behaved and
involved in extracurricular activities, could be
hiding behind a painful persona. Jesse’s pain was
evident in his eating disorder; others’ pain might
not manifest itself in the same way. The only way
to find out if a student is wearing a mask or a per-
sona is to work at getting to know them beyond the
surface.

Jesse was able to break out of his shell, shed
his fear of being noticed, and become a leader.
This high school student took a stand by walking
out of school and marching nine miles to make
the plight of so many immigrants front-page news.
Jesse continued being a leader with his compassion
for his fellow students by shouldering the blame
and taking the consequences from the school
district for his friends” protesting beside him. The
courage to take a position on a hot topic such as
immigration was no small feat, but then to main-
tain your leadership while facing the consequences
of your actions makes you not only brave — but
also a hero in more ways than one. [ ]

Jesse’s story is not offered as an endorsement

of gastric bypass surgery; rather it is shared as a
reminder of the pain and invisibility that so many
of our students face because of their difference.
Jesse approved this article before it

was published. Michaelann Kelley is an art
teacher, NSRF National Facilitator and CFG Coach
in Houston, Texas and can be contacted at
mkelley@aldine.k12.tx.us
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