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Winter Meeting Reflections
Sarah Childers, Indiana

Another January has come and gone, and 
with it another Winter Meeting. After 400 
of us gathered in Seattle, we’ve now gone 

back to our homes and begun the process of sorting 
through our learning and experiences from those 
jam-packed two and a half days that are the Winter 
Meeting. All of us, I believe, have come home 
changed from our experiences in Seattle. We’ve 
learned, laughed, cried and come to a renewed 
commitment to our work together for the sake of 
students.

Throughout the exciting two and a half 
days, participants could be seen talking in 
small groups in the lobby and hallways of 

the buildings, or taking part in activities such 
as the zones of comfort, risk and danger in 
the foyer. 

Also seen in the halls during the Winter 
Meeting were some wonderful people from 
Youth In Focus, a Seattle area group that works with 
young photographers and filmmakers. We were very 
happy to have them working with us and taking 
wonderful pictures to document the experience. All 
of the pictures throughout this piece were taken by 
our Youth In Focus photographers, Wendy Dang and 
Jacob Eaton. More photographs are viewable on our 
website.

Highlights
This year, we used a new structure for home 

groups - strand topics. Participants were able to 
select a topic to focus on in their home group. 
Topics offered were: 

• Coaching for Educational Equity, an 
Introduction,

• Collaborative Inquiry, 
• Context Coaching, 
• Facilitation, Collaboration and Reflection, 
• Facilitative Leadership, 

Most of the true highlights of the Winter 
Meeting took place in home groups, and often 
were personal realizations, affirmations or epipha-
nies. Some of the comments from participants 
give us a glimpse of these highlight moments that 
people experienced.

“For the past three years I have attended 
the Winter Meeting and each year I have 
been amazed by the amount I get out of three 
short days. Being in an environment with so 
many educators from around the country is 

energizing, motivating 
and grounding. Each 
year the dynamics and 
the chemistry within 
my home group that 
are formed give me 
motivation to bring that 
same energy, focus and 
enthusiasm back to my 
school and district. In 
addition, I am exposed 
to new tools that have 
an immediate impact on 
my coaching facilitation. 
I learn about myself as 
a coach and a teacher. 
I have deep and 
meaningful discussions 
about equity and 
leadership within my 

classroom and the school as a whole.”
- Sarah Smith

“I’m pleased to be gently encouraged to be a 
facilitator. (I probably would not have done 
that otherwise.)  Being expected to share and 
facilitate this week put me out of the comfort 
zone and into the risk zone.  I needed that.” 
– Linda Geist

“Today has created a comfort with talking about 
and handling issues of race/ethnicity.  I have 
never really had a problem with it in the past but 
today’s experience put it at a different, higher 
place when dealing with that issue.  It brought 
out an awareness and connection of how it 
resonates in my own life which provides power 
and confidence when dealing with it in the 
future.” – Bennie Patterson

Written by Debbie Bambino with the permission 
of Nelson Reyes and Karen Dean, principals in the 
School District of Philadelphia.

Principals often tell me that they miss their 
time with students, those times when we are 
privy to the wonder of 

young minds learning and 
growing, the times that ener-
gize us and make our work 
worthwhile. Stuck in their 
offices with deadlines looming 
and seemingly endless meet-
ings to attend, administrators 
can sometimes feel isolated 
and out of touch. However, 
at a recent CFG meeting in 
Philadelphia, our group was 
treated to a heartwarming story 
of the power of the principal’s 
role and a glimpse of the expo-
nential power of principals 
who collaborate across the city 
and beyond.

During Connections, one 
member, Karen Dean, began 
to share the story of a new student, a student who 
was not happy about changing schools midyear. 
The young boy was fussing and actively resisting 
entry at the start of his first day. Karen went into 
her office and looked at the child’s paperwork and 
noticed that he was transferring from a fellow CFG 
member’s school, so she called her fellow CFG 
member, Mr. Nelson Reyes. After quickly sharing 
the situation with Nelson, Karen handed her cell 
phone to the young boy, who was visibly calmed 
by the sound of a familiar voice. A bridge had been 

shared and the child was able to trust Karen and 
make a new start.

Nelson spoke next. Prompted by Karen’s 
reflection, he told us about another child who 
had recently transferred to a school in Florida. The 
child was having a tough time and his new prin-

cipal was at his wits’ 
end. The new principal 
asked the young boy, 
“What am I going to do 
with you”? To which the 
young boy replied, “Ask 
Mr. Reyes, he knows 
what to do.” The princi-
pal then called Nelson 
and they had a brief 
conversation, and once 
again, Nelson was able 
to speak to the child and 
help him calm down.

It has been months 
since Karen and Nelson 
shared these stories 
in our CFG meeting, 
but I find my thoughts 
returning to that young 

boy’s words whenever I’m feeling overwhelmed or 
anxious about the next steps I need to take in my 
work. “Ask Mr. Reyes” has become a code for me, 
a reminder that I may not know what to do alone, 
but I can always turn to my CFG colleagues for the 
personalized support and encouragement I need.

Please send tales from your CFG or 
school to Connections in care of 

dbambino@earthlink.net for publication.

Ask Mr. Reyes
A Tribute to the Power of Principal Collaboration
Philadelphia Area Leadership CFG

(continued on page 16) 
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Nelson Reyes and Karen Dean

NSRF’s New Membership Model

This summer, NSRF will begin a new chapter in our organizational development by becoming 
a voluntary, dues-paying membership organization. This decision has been made carefully and 
collaboratively between the director and staff of the NSRF National Center and has been informed 
by a growing chorus of national colleagues. We have relied on the work and feedback from many 
groups including Centers Council meetings, regional summits, Accountability Council meetings, and 
a special summit specifically on membership. All these gatherings of national colleagues have helped 
us to construct a membership plan that cultivates our national reach while remaining committed to 
and grounded in our mission.

Watch your mailbox for the NSRF Membership Report!

Teachers who want to construct more 
equitable, more meaningful, and more lively 
educational experiences for children must also 
concern themselves with issues beyond the 
classroom walls.
-from the Introduction to Rethinking Our 
Classrooms by Linda Christensen

Linda Christensen
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Resources for Gay and Lesbian Families and Students
Sarah Childers and Afriyie Daniels, Indiana

Just a couple of weeks ago, I found myself in 
one of the most anticipated and/or dreaded 
moments of parenthood - the big question. My 

son, a very scientific-minded young man at the ripe 
old age of seven, turned to me as we scrambled 
eggs one morning and asked me why there were 
no baby chickens in the eggs. Thus began “the talk” 
on fertilization and (heterosexual) intercourse. He 
handled it very well, and, as is his wont, with flair. 
“Mom,” he said, “I always say ‘expect the unex-
pected,’ because that is just weird!” Not long after 
this, he asked me what “gay” meant. As a student 
at Harmony School, he’s probably more exposed to 
gay families than his contemporaries in more tradi-
tional schools, so he didn’t balk at my explanation 
in the slightest. For a second grader, it seems the 
concept of two people who love each other and 
are of the same gender is much more reasonable 
than explanations of the strange and murky opera-
tions of sexual reproduction. 

For me, this experience reinforces my sus-
picion that children are not only capable of, but 
better at accepting differences than most adults are 
when they have the chance to discuss differences 
openly with a trusted adult. Opportunities to have 
these conversations may arise and any point dur-
ing a students life. Afriyie Daniels, a work-study 
employee of the NSRF National Center and a bril-
liant woman, has compiled a list of resources about 
sexual orientation, specifically those that involve 
children in families with gay/lesbian parents, for 
use in your conversations with students of a wide 
range of ages. 

- Sarah Childers

Zack’s Story: Growing 
Up with Same-Sex 
Parents 
by Keith Elliot 
Greensberg

Growing Up with 
Same-Sex Parents is told 
through the eyes of an 
eleven-year-old boy 
named Zack. He lives 
in New Jersey, with his 
mom and her partner Margie, whom Zack calls his 
second mother. According to Zack, “sometimes kids 
say really mean things about gay people, and I know 
that some kids think that having lesbian mothers 
is strange. But I think we live the way every family 
does. When I’m not in school, I play baseball, go 

on picnics, and go in-line skating.” Zack’s story con-
tinues by giving detailed descriptions of both of his 
moms’ roles in his life and the valued time that they 
spend together. 

Daddy and Papa: 
A Story about Gay 
Fathers in America 
a documentary 
film by Johnny 
Symons

“Daddy and 
Papa explores the 
growing phenomenon of gay fatherhood and its 
impact on American culture. Through the stories of 
four different families, Daddy and Papa delves into 
some of the particular challenges facing gay men 
who decide to become dads.”

“From surrogacy, foster care, and interracial 
adoption, to the complexities of gay marriage and 
divorce, to the battle for full legal status as parents, 
Daddy and Papa presents a revealing look at some 
of the gay fathers who are breaking new ground in 
the ever-changing landscape of the American fam-
ily.” - from DaddyandPapa.com

DaddyandPapa.com also offers an extensive 
resource listing for would-be adoptive parents, as 
well as a discussion guide for teachers using Daddy 
and Papa in the classroom.

Molly’s Family 
by Nancy Garden

“The members of 
Ms. Marston’s kinder-
garten class are busily 
cleaning and deco-
rating their room for 
the upcoming Open 
School Night, when 
everybody’s family is 
invited to visit. Molly 
and Stephen and Tanya 
and Tommy work on 
drawing pictures to 
put on the walls. Molly draws her family: Mommy, 
Mama Lu, and her puppy, Sam. But when Tommy 
looks at her picture, he tells her it’s not of a family. 
“You can’t have a mommy and a momma,” he says. 
Molly doesn’t know what to think; no one else in 
her class has two mothers. She isn’t sure she wants 
her picture to be on the 
wall for Open School 
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Keynote Address
Linda Christensen delivered the keynote address 

to a packed ballroom this year. Her speech was 
described as “energized” and “excellent” with “well-
established content” by participants. The reading she 
provided, the introduction to her upcoming book 
Rethinking Our Classrooms, served as a common 
text across the home groups and a unifying experi-
ence for participants. One participant even said she 
had rewritten a test on her plane ride home based 
on what she got out of it! This certainly speaks to the 
strength of having a classroom-based practitioner as 
our keynote speaker.

A transcript of Linda’s address is available online, 
along with the reading. 

Reception
Music, food, drink 

and friends - a recipe for 
a great time. Add to it 
a beautiful view of the 
Seattle skyline from the 
top floor of the hotel and 
you’ve got the Winter 
Meeting reception. Lots 

of laughter filled the room 
throughout the evening as everyone enjoyed some 
time to reconnect with old friends and get to know 
new ones. It was also a time to acknowledge those 
who have given greatly to the founding and leader-
ship of NSRF.  Founding Co-Directors, Accountability 
Council and Connections Editorial Board members 
were all honored.

Participant Evaluations
With the help of 

Ross Peterson-Veatch, 
our resident data-
cruncher, we’re able 
to mine the evalua-
tions to identify our 
strengths and challeng-
es and then address 
them in the planning of our next Winter Meeting. 
Take a look at some of this year’s data in the sidebar.

While overall, these figures indicate a substan-
tial approval rating, we can also see in these figures 
some definite need for improvement. For example, 
last year 98% of people answered Agree or Strongly 
Agree in response to question six, and Open Space 
responses were quite low compared with feedback 
from Coaches Clinics last year. We’re considering 

Winter Meeting 
Evaluation Responses
Total Responses: 217

“Agree” or “Strongly Agree” responses

1. I had the opportunity to present and 
get feedback on substantive work that 
is important and meaningful in my own 
setting. 87.5%

2. My seminar group became a place for 
professional interactions that embody the 
characteristics of a CFG. 93.5%

3. I learned something meaningful about the 
relationship between the work a CFG does 
together and the potential impact CFGs 
can have on student learning. 88.5%

4. I learned something meaningful about the 
relationship between the work a CFG does 
together and the potential impact CFGs 
can have on educational equity. 85%

5. The Open Space Technology sessions I 
attended enriched my learning at this 
meeting. 62%

6.  Overall, I would rate this meeting as 
outstanding. 89%

the implication of the occurrence of these figures 
in a year when we’ve made some significant pro-
grammatic changes, such as the introduction of 
strands and switching from Coaches Clinics to 
Open Space, and are working to identify areas 
for improvement and/or change. Our goal is to 
be responsive to the needs and feedback of par-
ticipants in order to continually hone the Winter 
Meeting experience.

I feel much as one participant described: “At 
the end of the three days I felt reinvigorated yet 
tired and found myself looking forward to next 
year’s Winter Meeting.” I look forward to continu-
ing to learn with all of you this December 13th-
15th in Florida.

Sarah Childers can be reached at 
schilders@nsrfharmony.org

Pictures, resources and downloads from the 
Winter Meeting are online at www.nsrfharmony.org
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