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Congress shall make no law respecting an establish-
ment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 
thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of 
the press; or of the right of the people peaceably 
to assemble, and to petition the Government for a 
redress of grievances.
The First Amendment to the Constitution of the 
United States

“My religion is very important to me. 
The school I used to go to had a lot of 
students, but I felt invisible. Religion 

wasn’t something we could talk about there. When 
I went to a school that let me bring my religion 
to my work, I felt like I could be a whole person 
again.”

“At the school I went to before, 
kids would get detention for talking 
about religion. I’m glad to be at a 
school where I can ask the ques-
tions that I wonder about. I recently 
researched evolution and creation-
ism, and presented what I found at a 
School Board meeting.”

“When we were new students 
at the school, the older students 
weren’t being respectful to us. The 
new students got together, talked 
about it and called a community 
meeting to discuss respect. Things 
are better now.”

These are comments from students telling 
their stories in a fishbowl at the first inaugural Five 
Freedoms Project Leadership Academy, held July 
7 – 11, 2008, at the newly opened Newseum in 
Washington, D.C. A total of forty principals from 
around the country, representing urban, suburban 
and rural schools, K – 12, gathered for a week to 
explore the Five Freedoms Project five-part frame-
work for leading change and to delve into the 
implications of the five First Amendment liberties. 

If there was ever a critical venue to explore the 
gap between beliefs and practices, how we live out 
the First Amendment freedoms in our schools is one 
of the most essential to our work of fostering edu-
cational and social equity.

Charles Haynes, scholar of religious liberty at 
the First Amendment Center in Washington, D.C., 
is emphatic: “The health of our democracy in the 
United States depends on the First Amendment. 
These five freedoms are the key to every advance in 
social justice. More importantly, these five freedoms 

are essential if we hope to expand liberty and jus-
tice for more people in the twenty first century.”

From the Academy’s initial Opening Moves 
to the final gathering on the last day, co-facilitators 
Sam Chaltain, Daniel Baron and I utilized a number 
of NSRF protocols and practices. We engaged par-
ticipants in critical friendship and honed facilitative 
leadership skills while deepening our individual and 
shared understandings of the history, development 
and implications of the five freedoms guaranteed by 
the First Amendment. 

Hailing from educational environments as 
diverse as Nanaikapono Elementary School in 
Hawaii, Davis Aerospace Technical High School 
in Michigan and School for the Creative and 

Performing Arts in Kentucky and 
communities as varied as Florida, 
North Dakota, Washington, New 
Mexico, Texas and Pennsylvania, 
participating school leaders brought 
diverse experiences, perspectives 
and concerns. Their commitments 
to their students was immediately 
evident from their spirited responses 
and dialogue during the first day’s 
Zones of Comfort, Risk and Danger 
protocol. As one might expect with 
a group of committed school lead-
ers, dialogue was intense as the 
group considered scenarios such as 
the following:

 A first year teacher comes into your office ask-
ing for help, saying, “I am uncomfortable teaching 
the remedial class, which is 90% students of color, 
and I don’t know what to do to help them.”

In a faculty meeting, a faculty members raises a 
question about the amount of resource allocation to 
AP classes and notes that students in the AP classes 
are mostly white in a school with wide ethnic diver-
sity.

A group of parents comes to your office asking 
to use the school auditorium to hold a public meet-
ing to discuss racism in the school and the com-
munity.

Interspersed with protocols such as Success 
Analysis, Attributes of a Learning Community, 
Microlabs, Collaborative Assessment Conference, 
and Wagon Wheels were presentations and interac-
tive case study explorations digging into the impli-
cations of religious liberty, freedom of speech and 
press, and the right to 
assembly and petition 
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My Reflection
Sarah Childers, Indiana

I I wonder if Ms. Almontaser or her students 
have had negative experiences due to their 
dress, names and/or ethnicity. If their com-

munity publicly attacks KGIA, then what goes 
on in private? 

I can speak to the prevalence of fear and 
bias against Muslims. Cowards who preferred 
to strike anonymously, firebombed my local 
mosque five years ago. In consideration of that 
event, what threats might have KGIA received, 
or Ms. Almontaser herself?

For a time, I chose to wear the hijab, or 
headscarf, on a daily basis as a symbol of my 
Muslim faith. I no longer do, except at services, 
largely because I personally no longer agree 
with the practice as a mandate, though I main-
tain full respect for those who choose to wear 
it. But to be honest with myself, there is an 
aspect to my choice that is about acceptance, 
feeling different, to the extent of receiving hos-
tile glances, being judged and living with fear. 

Although I am white with blonde hair and 
blue eyes, when I don a hijab, I become the 
“other”; to many people, the enemy. As I wore 
the hijab, I realized how differently people 
looked at me (or often averted their eyes from 
me), treated me, spoke to me, identified me. 
My family was judged along with me. Without 
my hijab, our family is “normal” and white. But 
during the time period I wore it, our car was 
vandalized twice while parked in public places. 
I was scared that our children might be targeted 
next. Today, as I walk bare-headed and blonde, 

larger, quieter setting, where smaller group sizes 
can be maintained and the students’ environment 
can be stabilized, hopefully without the need for a 
police guard on opening day.

Debbie Almontaser said in an interview with 
Amy Goodman of Democracy Now: “My last 
words are basically urging the American public 
to really develop a better understanding of the 
political agenda that is out there by people such as 
Daniel Pipes and right-wing groups who are going 
after prominent Muslim and Arab American leaders 
who are trying to make a difference in this country. 
It is so important to allow us to bridge the gaps 
and build bridges of understanding among people 
across this country and to, you know, continue in 
the healing process of developing a better country 
and a better world for all of humanity.”6 

It is now Ramadan (approximately Sept. 1 
through Sept. 30), a perfect opportunity to act on 
Ms. Almontaser’s advice to build bridges with your 
students or friends or neighbors who may be cel-
ebrating this month. Ramadan Mubarak!

Sarah Childers can be reached at 
schilders@nsrfharmony.org
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My sisters and me on Eid, 2005
Left to Right: Sadia (Pakistan), Wati (Malaysia), 
Coumba (Somalia) and me (USA). 

I often feel pain at my choice, the easy road, 
compared to that of my Muslim sisters who 
continue to endure abuse for their chosen reli-
gious practice. Despite that, I am all the more 
dedicated to supporting the freedoms guaran-
teed us all to practice (or not) as we choose.
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Since evolving our CFG Coaches trainings to be 
Equity Based and – for the sake of our most 
underserved students – explicitly prioritizing 

race (at least for the weeklong institute), we have 
learned much about the dynamics and reactions 
that can be expected as our curriculum and com-
munity develop across the intensive week and as 
participants face and assess their individual jour-
neys and roles within our educational system.  
	 Common is the “This is not all about race” 
statement. Another argument is “Race doesn’t 
matter if we love and respect each other,” suggest-
ing that our goodwill and 
behaviors will counter the 
impacts of the larger socio-
logical impacts issue of rac-
ism within our classes. Our 
recent Equity Based-CFG 
training with the North 
Carolina Department of 
Public Instruction proved 
to be no exception to 
the rule. Following a rich 
and deep discussion as to 
whether or not race mat-
ters in good education, 
one of our participants 
could not stop thinking 
about the discussion, even 
after he had gone home for 
the evening. He returned 
the next day and offered 
the following reflection 
during Connections. – Greg Peters, California

Race Matters
John Patrick Moran

Race matters.
It mattered when I was introduced to Dorothy Counts
on the steps she previously climbed
on a journey to integrate Harding High.
And as I looked into this face of greatness,
I realized that race matters.

Race matters.
It mattered when I walked up those same steps
to join the faculty of Irwin Avenue and when I 
introduced myself, one teacher turned to another, 
and said, “I don’t need to talk to no white man.”

Race matters.

Race Matters
John Patrick Moran, California 

It mattered within the inner halls of these same steps
when segregation played itself out and I have to ask 
myself: 
if race doesn’t matter, why have we let history repeat 
itself? 
And most importantly, what is my role in changing it?

Race matters.
It matters every time my partner and I go out into 
the world: 
One black man with one white one, 
and I have to ask if race doesn’t matter:

why do I sometimes see the 
face of indifference?

Race matters
It matters then and today, I 
believe it matters still. 
To believe otherwise am I not 
denying my own history? 
Are we not denying our collec-
tive struggle?
Our connected story?
I am not color blind for to 
believe that I am denotes same-
ness
Denies not only who I am as a 
white man 
with a story and a heritage of 
his own, 
wrought with the same strug-
gles and triumphs as yours, 
but a man unique in this differ-

ence.
I am not color blind for to believe that I am denies 
who you are.
Your story. 
Your heritage.
And the legacy you wish to leave.

And if I could leave you with one final thought: in 
my life and especially in my work as well as my 
relationships with the rest of you, will this differ-
ence be something to loathe and hate? Or instead, 
will it be something that needs to be embraced 
and celebrated. Today I choose the latter.

Greg Peters can be contacted at 
gpeter@sfcess.org
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for public schools. Academy members also visited 
the Newseum’s seven floors of exhibits (newseum.
org) and the National Archives and attended Os 
Guinness’s talk on his newly released book, The 
Case for Civility. 

By the Academy’s closing moves, this already 
passionate and committed group of educators had 
renewed their energy and enthusiasm for demo-
cratic practices in their schools, enlarged their rep-
ertoire of tools and strategies for leading change that 
ensures all voices are honored and valued and con-
nected to a community of learners who share their 
commitments. 

“I used to think I was listening to everyone, but 
now I know I was just listening to myself.”

“I used to think the emphasis on testing limited 
the possibilities for student voice, but now I know 
student voice can and will be heard!”

“I used to think I was in a desert, but now I 
know I’m not.”

“I used to think our issues were unique, but 
now I know we’re all in this together.”

The week of the Academy was just the begin-
ning. The Five Freedoms Project aspires to support 
all those involved in democratic schooling and to 
build a network of people committed to ensuring 
all young people are seen and heard. I hope you’ll 
consider joining us!

The Five Freedoms Project...
(continued from page 4)

The Five Freedoms Project: Entry Points
 

The Five Freedoms Project believes that 
America’s young people need educators who 
can do more than raise test scores; they need 
leaders who spark student learning by creating 
schools in which everyone has voice, value and 
visibility. We also believe our democracy needs 
individuals with more than a vague awareness 
of the First Amendment’s five freedoms (reli-
gion, speech, press, assembly and petition); it 
needs a new generation of citizens who utilize 
those rights in order to follow their consciences, 
speak out for justice and organize for change.

For more information visit fivefreedoms.org or 
nsrfharmony.org/connections.html

dance? Special Ed? ELL? Suspensions? Recess? 
Lunch? Breakfast? Grading? NCLB? Testing? Class 
rank? Reading groups? PD? NSRF? – yes, critical 
friendship – where’s my group?

The new school year is an opportunity to 
renew our 
friendships 
– critical as well 
as collegial. 
Those of us in 
NSRF enter the 
new school 
year looking 
for our groups, 
our peeps, our 
Critical Friends 
Groups. There is 
anticipation for 
the first meet-
ing – what text will we read? Which protocol will 
we use? Whose student will we learn more about? 
How will I become a better learner and teacher? 
How will I foster equity? Will I need to interrupt 
inequity? What will be different and what the 
same? What child will I reach? Who will reach me?

I always love the beginning of school – even 
though it’s the end of summer and autumn is upon 
us, for school people, September feels like a new 
beginning. As I enter this school year I wonder if 
and hope that my practice will be different – more 
equitable, more aware. I continue to consider the 
role privilege plays in my life and in the lives of 
the people I work with. I wonder how NSRF will 
continue to critically examine the role of privilege 
and equity in our work and how we will work to 
achieve our mission through the joint constructs of 
critical friendship and facilitative leadership. 

My mother always taught me that on the first 
day of school, for good luck, you were supposed 
to both leave the house and enter the schoolhouse 
with your right foot first. The consequences for 
disrespecting this superstition would be dire yet 
unnamed. I still do it every year, and by the time 
this edition of Connections hits your mailbox, I will 
have done it again. Good luck to all of you and to 
all of our children as we embark on another criti-
cal school year.

Steven Strull can be contacted at
 stevenstrull@optonline.net

Director’s Report
(continued from page 10)

Kim Carter can be contacted at 
kimelcee@gmail.com

<
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How will I become 
a better learner and 
teacher? How will I fos-
ter equity? Will I need to 
interrupt inequity? What 
will be different and 
what the same? What 
child will I reach? Who 
will reach me?




