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There’s an old saying: “If we keep doing things 
the way we have always done them, then we 
will keep getting the same results we have 

always had.”
And that is fine, if the results we have always 

had are what we want them to be. But – if they 
are not what we want 
them to be, then we 
have to be willing to 
change our way of 
doing business; in the 
words of educator 
Victor Cary, we need 
to interrupt business as 
usual, to create change 
and to achieve a differ-
ent kind of result.

The issue of racial 
equity and achieve-
ment is simply too 
important for us to 
push aside, even if we have talked about it before; 
even if it makes others uncomfortable.

So what are we to do about it in Brookline 
School District and at Runkle School?

In the three years since Brookline began its 
equity project, with a goal of eliminating the racial 
achievement gap, we have looked at clear and 
compelling data that tells us that not all of our stu-
dents are making a successful academic journey 
through our schools. Black and Latino children are 
disproportionately underrepresented in the upper 
tiers of our classes whether it is on measures like 
MCAS, DRA’s, or classroom-based teacher-devel-
oped assessments. And, these same groups of stu-
dents are over-represented in special education pro-
grams and on the list of students sent to the office.

Many of my colleagues have heard me use 
the analogy of a class field trip: If a teacher takes 
a class of twenty children on a field trip and at the 
end of the day returns with just nineteen of them, 
he or she could say: “I brought back nineteen out 
of twenty – that is 95% – that’s an A so that’s a 
pretty good result.” 

I think it is safe to say that none of us would 
find it acceptable if we lost even one child on a 
class trip.

Yet, year in and year out, we are losing more 
than one child per class on the academic journey 
from grade to grade. In order to change this result 
we must interrupt business as usual. We must chal-
lenge an underlying, often unspoken, belief that 

may be held by some teachers that it is okay if 
some children don’t learn, that it is not realistic to 
think that they will all get it.

The racial achievement gap in America’s 
schools today can be, in the long run, every bit as 
life-threatening as the idea of losing a child on a 

field trip. If you believe, as I 
do, that education is the key 
that opens the door to a more 
fulfilled and satisfying life, 
then our failure to educate 
well the children of color in 
our classrooms effectively 
determines for many of them 
the downward trajectory of 
their lives.

Doug Reeves at Harvard 
has put this to us directly: If a 
student needs help in math or 
reading, what difference does 
it make what the student’s 

race is? There is not “African-American math” or 
“Hispanic geometry” -- let’s just give all students 
GOOD math and GOOD writing. Therefore, when 
the issue is planning curriculum, assessment, and 
effective teaching strategies, the only “subgroup” 
that matters is who has met the standard and who 
needs additional help. This is the first part of a two-
part conversation.

But the second part of this conversation is 
one that goes to the heart of equity: If we do not 
acknowledge that there are differences based on 
gender, race, economic status, and language, then 
we will never admit that there is a problem.

Call it “Educational 12-step” – the first step is 
admitting, “I’m Doug, and even though I’m not a 
bigot, I’ve got to admit that poor and minority kids 
in my classroom are performing at a level well 
below their Anglo and economically advantaged 
counterparts. I’m not saying that this is my fault, 
but I am admitting that it’s a problem, and that I’ve 
got to be part of the solution.”

The result of this two-part conversation will 
not, I hope, be to create separate math programs 
for minority kids. Rather, we should create specific 
interventions for ANY student who needs help. And 
by conducting the gender, economic, and ethnic 
analysis, we should admit that if we fail to inter-
vene, our failures disproportionately hurt poor and 
minority students.

As we enter 
the fourth year of 

Interrupting Business as Usual:
A Principal’s Reflection on the Equity Project in His District and School
David Summergrad, Massachussetts
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Instead of intensifying conversations around learn-
ing and teaching as evidenced in authentic assess-
ments, the small schools, smaller learning commu-
nities, themed academies, and the like have gener-
ally suffered from “formitis.” That is, the structure of 
school reform has taken precedence over the more 
difficult conversation about transformation toward 
a new construct. Our system of public schooling 
was never intended to succeed at uni-
versal academic achievement – only 
a small percentage of high school 
students were supposed to receive a 
college preparatory program of study, 
thus maintaining a power elite tied 
to public schooling. The structural 
debates continue to overwhelm us as 
we try to shoehorn a new standard 
into an obsolete construct, the mod-
ern high school. And as we should 
all know by now, the metaphor for 
the modern comprehensive academic 
neighborhood high school is a fac-
tory.

I recently had the privilege of attending the 
National Academy Foundation (NAF) conference in 
Orlando. NAF is an organization that helps schools 
create career academies as part of a smaller learn-
ing community approach. NAF has been at this 
for quite some time and has learned and grown 
along with the larger school reform community. The 
foundation’s programs, while not panaceas, are well 
thought out, well researched and resourced, and 
delivered respectfully with their school and school 
district partners.

The president of NAF is John Ferrandino, an 
accomplished urban educator working on his 
second retirement. John previously held a senior 
superintendent position in New York where he was 
responsible for supervising and evaluating scores of 
high schools and high school teachers and princi-
pals. By experience and stature, John Ferrandino is 
a qualified expert on the modern high school.

At the opening of the NAF conference after the 
usual preambles, niceties, and thank-yous, John 
began speaking of the modern high school with 
passion and from deep personal experience. Part-
way through his informal talk he declared with full 
emotion, that “high school sucks for kids – they 
survive, not thrive.” The room was silent – awed but 
silent – and John continued with his talk and the 
program, as naturally as if nothing had been said. 
But it was said and the truth was out. There was a 

palpable and collective nod, the unspoken was 
spoken of publicly and the charge was to take note 
and take responsibility for change. It was a simple 
statement, placed openly and honestly in front of a 
friendly audience who saw their work as responsive 
to the conditions they face. 

In that one sentence, John framed the conver-
sation for a group of co-conspirators for change. 

While perhaps not 
universally reject-
ing the high school 
construct wholesale, 
this group of educa-
tors knew why they 
were seated in that 
ballroom and that at 
least some change 
was necessary. And 
I was encouraged. 
For as we all know, 
the current schooling 
conditions, whether 

large or small, for most poor children and chil-
dren of color are akin to what Deborah Meier has 
recently described as “Dickensian drudge mills.”

As I continue traveling the country reacquaint-
ing myself with old friends and meeting new col-
leagues, I am increasingly encouraged by a shift I 
am noticing in the conversation toward instruction. 
There are decidedly encouraging and discouraging 
aspects of this shift, but I do feel a shift back to the 
understanding that what is most important in the 
whole school reform conversation is the experience 
of the child, the quality of her experience, and 
the equity of outcome attached to meeting each 
child’s needs and interests. That is not to say we 
have resolved structural issues nor that the increas-
ing accountability demands will not come crashing 
down from their own weight, but perhaps, just per-
haps, we are entering an era when we can finally 
stop tinkering with the construct of the modern 
high school toward inventing the next iteration of 
post-elementary schooling.

We have the power to decide what our schools 
ought to be. We can be a voice for play as the way 
children learn best, and as children age through 
our system we can carefully guide them, as Dewey 
would argue, from the psychological to the logi-
cal. We can embrace accountability as evidenced 
through the highest of locally devised, debated, 
and demonstrated stan-
dards, and as we did (continued on page 19)
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Fear, Mistrust, and Misunderstanding in the Teachers’ Lounge: 
An Ethnography
Lynnette Mawhinney, Pennsylvania

Many of us understand the power of col-
laboration and reflective practice within 
Critical Friends Groups. However, we 

need to ask ourselves the question, do teachers 
informally create networks to support their teach-
ing?

Teaching is a characteristically lonely vocation, 
offering the practitioner only limited opportuni-
ties for adult-to-adult interaction in the course of 
the average workday. Once the classroom door is 
closed at the start of the day, each teacher becomes 
separated from the rest of the school, a character-
istic which has created an isolationist and alienat-
ing culture (Little, 1990; Rogers & Babinski, 2002) 
endemic to the teaching 
profession (Court, 1999). 
The individualistic nature 
of our educational system 
(Hargreaves, 1980) and the 
rigidity of the academic 
structure and schedule 
(Court, 1999) hinder teacher 
interaction during the work-
day. Moreover, current edu-
cational reforms and new 
curricula have added to the teacher workload, 
leaving even less time for professional interaction 
on a daily basis.

I decided to explore this idea of informal sup-
port networks in an ethnography that I conducted 
for the last two years in an inner city K-8 school. 
I wanted to explore if, where, and how teach-
ers informally support each others’ teaching. The 
teachers at John E. Farmer School1 were inter-
viewed about their social relationships, observed 
during their lunch periods, and completed a survey. 
Although the objective of this project was to look 
at social interactions, an interesting picture of how 
teachers design safe congregational spaces started 
to emerge.  

At Farmer School, the lunch hour is the only 
consistent time in the day when the teachers can 
connect with other adults. Many teachers dis-
cussed during their interview how lunch-time was 
important because it helped to alleviate the isola-
tion of the teaching profession. What became an 
important basis for informal interactions between 
teachers was the space where the interactions took 
place.

Contractually, every school in the district is 

1 The name of the school and any people are all pseudonyms to 
protect the anonymity of the participants.

required to provide a formal space for teachers to 
interact (i.e. the teachers’ lounge). At many schools 
in the district, lack of space is a constant issue. 
Farmer School is no exception, as it is a school 
built for a capacity of 500 students, but actu-
ally holds 900. Due to this overcrowding, Farmer 
School combined its teachers’ lounge and Home 
and School Office at the start of the 2005-2006 
school year. The Home and School Office is run by 
volunteer parents. As a result, many of the teach-
ers indicated that they no longer view this space 
as a place for teachers to informally interact and 
to have open and honest conversations about their 
practice. For example, Cindy, a thirty-year veteran 

teacher, has been working at Farmer 
for twenty years. In an interview, she 
indicated her feelings about a teach-
ers’ lounge filled with volunteer par-
ents.

“To speak for myself, it’s not that 
I don’t want to socialize with the 
extra staff members who are not pro-
fessional teachers, it’s not a snobby 
issue, but I don’t want to chill out, I 
don’t want parents looking at me like, 

oh look, she’s never working . . . I like those peo-
ple and everything and I do schmooze with them 
when I see them in the hallway, but to do it all the 
time, you know, to kick back and relax all the time 
in one specific space, I never really want it to look 
like I’m never working.”

Cindy’s feelings reflected that of other teachers 
as well, that the new designated teachers’ lounge 
is actually a space for parents. Thus, it is not a 
space conducive to relaxing. Two new teachers did 
not even know that there was a teachers’ lounge. 
Consequently, teachers rarely used the space for 
informal interaction. Throughout the observations, 
I never once witnessed teachers using the space to 
socialize. If teachers entered the space, it was to 
make photocopies on the available machine. 

This view of teachers and parents together 
brings up interesting questions. What does it mean 
that teachers feel they cannot relax around parents? 
The teachers and the parents are at the school with 
the same objective of supporting the students, but 
the teachers seem to fear being misunderstood 
around the parents. What would happen if the 
teachers were misunderstood? Would their abilities 
as a teacher be questioned? Laura, a twenty-two-
year teacher veteran 
who has been at the 

Interrupting Business as Usual...
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nect with individual teachers and their students. 
Do we have the guts and the fortitude it will 

take to challenge our own practices and to change 
the way we do things? Do we have the political 
will to take on the challenges of this effort in the 
face of the resistance we will encounter? In the 
movie An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore reminds 
us that political will is a renewable resource; we 
will need to tap into this resource to develop the 
momentum required to create sustainable change.

Dr. James A. Williams, Superintendent of 
Schools in Buffalo, New York, suggests that we 
must ask four essential questions to help us close 
the gap:

1) What do students need to know and be able to 
do? That will guide our instruction.

2) How do we know when they have learned it? 
That will guide our assessment.

3) What will we do when they have not learned 
it? That will determine whether we interrupt 
business as usual to help us close the gap or 
whether we continue to accept the results we 
have now.

4) What will we do when they already know it? 
That is our call for appropriate differentiation 
that is so crucial to sustaining support for this 
effort.

If this were an easy task, teachers in schools like 
ours would have solved it long ago. Only if we are 
willing to face down a deeply entrenched problem 
and go at it with the resources and the persistence 
it requires will we get different results than we have 
been able to get in the past.

The challenges that face us today as educators 
do not lend themselves to quick fixes or isolated 
workshops. They require us to deepen our under-
standing as we develop new ways to build upon 
and expand the successes of the past. Whether 
we are working on closing the achievement gap, 
reaching out to include children who are on the 
autism spectrum, ensuring a safe and respectful 
learning environment for all of our students, or 
using the tools of technology to improve instruction 
and learning, we need to be willing to learn from 
each other in order to grow and to improve our 
practice.

We will continue to open our doors to all stu-
dents, and we will continue to support the staff in 
acquiring the skills needed to teach all children 
effectively. We will work hard to ensure that we all 
have the training and resources necessary to do our 
jobs well.

Brookline’s Equity Project, we step back and con-
sider the courage required to undertake this effort. 
First of all, it takes courage for a school system 
like Brookline’s to publicly acknowledge this glar-
ing area of weakness. We continue to collect data 
that reflects a sizable racial achievement gap. For 
example, nearly 400 points separate the average 
SAT scores of Brookline’s white students from those 
of our black and Latino students. The results on 
other standardized measures, like the MCAS, reveal 
similar gaps. 

It is also courageous to state that we will take 
on this achievement gap and, over time, change 
the results in our schools. The title of our effort is: 
Brookline’s Equity Project – Taking Action, Getting 
Results. Our challenge this year is to continue to 
move from a study of the problems causing the 
achievement gap to an action-driven approach. Last 
year, we formed equity teams at each school so 
that we could help ensure that the kinds of chang-
es we need to make will reach the classrooms. 
Courageous conversations about race and the shar-
ing of best practices are only effective if they con-

What does it mean 
that teachers feel 
they cannot relax 
around parents?

Bumper Sticker Activity

In the best tradition of political campaigns, 
I invite you to take a few minutes now to 
develop a slogan for a bumper sticker to repre-
sent your commitment to this effort.  

• How can we expect equity when we don’t 
live in an equitable world?

• Keep Pace, Respect Race.
• Understanding Individuals.
• I’m the Solution.
• Equity = Commitment + Discomfort => 

Change
• Every child can succeed. Every child deserves 

the chance!
• Go the distance… Equity for ALL!
• Success for all… not for most.
• Equity Equals Excellence.
• Fairness means you get what you need.
• Equality in the Classroom
• Equal Educational Access
• Change is good
• Coexist
• Affirm identity - Build community - Create 

leaders




