
New York as a Center of Activity
Nancy Mohr, New York

When we consciously focus on our
questions as a means of improving stu-
dent learning, we foster attention on the
reflection and analysis that leads to
effective practices. A spirit of inquiry is
the foundation for sustained profession-
al development.

Inquiry-based professional develop-
ment serves as the research and devel-
opment arm of our school. Through our
membership in Critical Friends Groups
(CFGs), we have learned specific strate-

gies to give and receive feedback, to
share best practices, to grapple with
dilemmas, to “tune” curriculum, and to
collaborate across disciplines to
enhance student learning. This culture

of collaboration provides multiple per-
spectives on the ways students learn.
We draw upon these tools as we engage
in action research.

For Life Skills teacher Regina
Sullivan, the possibility of collaboration
was the key to her research question.
She set out to learn how she could pro-
vide authentic learning experiences that
incorporated both process skills and
professional collaboration. She also

When Brian asked for the umpteenth
time if the class could read instead of
“doing English,” I put aside my plan
for the day and decided to observe my
students as they read.  They settled
quickly into their books with no fidget-
ing, no requests for bathroom breaks,
no need for me to redirect the energies
of my active group of fourteen year
olds. Sprawled out on the floor in front
of me was every English teacher's
dream. As I drove home that day, I had

a million questions. What made such a
difference in their approach to their
work? How did they choose their
books? How could I manage a reading
program based on a free-read
approach? How could I
monitor their growth? Was
there a way to meet the
needs of the ninth grade
curriculum and still allow
for a wide range of student
choice? “What if...” ques-
tions filled my notebook.

My commute wasn't long
enough for all the questions
I needed to think about. A
conversation with my stu-
dents led to more questions.
I had no easy answers to
any of the questions I had
written, but I did know that
everything about my work suddenly
felt new. I was eager to study my ques-
tions. 

This is the nature of inquiry — we
notice a problem or situation, we pose
a question, we gather evidence, and we
respond to the results. We all do this
informally hundreds of times each day
as we plan a lesson or an assessment,
change seating plans, or administer dis-
cipline — questions govern our work.

wondered how she could pursue new
knowledge of her content area. Regina
says, “It started out as such a little
question. After attending a writing
workshop to learn how to create a
cookbook of my grandmother’s
recipes, I began to explore how I might
apply my new skills to my cooking
course by allowing students to create a
cookbook for their final assessment. I
was amazed at what they produced,
and sought help from our technology

teachers to learn to use software that
students needed to use to do their
work. I also asked our photography
teacher to assist students with instruc-
tion in digital photography and com-

position techniques to illustrate
the students' recipes. We jerry-
rigged a studio complete with
lighting, camera tripods, linens,
props and plates of all different
colors and shapes. My CFG
helped me to craft a research
question that was broad enough
to encompass all the learning I
was doing in order to help my
students. They supported my
work and donated their time to
help me.

“The prevailing culture in
my classroom prior to my
research was ‘from pot to

mouth’. All food prepared was con-
sumed instantly, with no reflection of
the process and little analysis, other
than taste, of the work. Now, students
must demonstrate writing, editing, and
presentation skills in addition to the
skills involved in following a recipe
and cooking a meal. Creating a cook-
book is an authentic task that builds a
tremendous repertoire of skills. 
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This is the nature of inquiry — we notice a problem or situation, we pose a ques-

tion, we gather evidence, and we respond to the results. When we consciously

focus on our questions as a means of improving student learning, we foster atten-

tion on the reflection and analysis that leads to effective practices. A spirit of

inquiry is the foundation for sustained professional development.

What if ... ?
Peggy Silva, New Hampshire

(continued on page 14)

Centers of activity are 
defined by those who

1. convene NSRF related 
meetings and activities

2. provide CFG coaches’
and/or principals’ trainings

3. provide a conduit for local 
and national communication

4. participate in a minimum 
of one nationally convened
NSRF coaches planning 
meeting annually

5. participate on one or 
more cluster

6. any center that does not have
a representative on the council
may select a representative to sit
on the council

Present Centers
Arizona

California
Colorado
Florida
Georgia
Illinois
Indiana
Maine

Massachusetts
Michigan
Missouri

National Center for Independent
School Renewal (NCISR)

New Hampshire
New Jersey

New Mexico
New York

Ohio
Oregon

Pennsylvania
Rhode Island

South Carolina
Tennessee

Texas
Utah

Vermont

NSRF-NY is a local collaborative for
professional development (New York
City Board of Education, Lehman
Institute for Literacy Studies - Center
for Leadership Development and
New York University). It is a network
of New York based facilitators,
trained and endorsed by NSRF
National Trainers. Participants devel-
op facilitative leadership skills and
learn how to design and lead on-going
professional development. 

NSRF-NY is proud of its commit-
ment to performance-based assess-
ment for grown-ups. Participants in
all of our training work — from exec-
utive leadership at the Board of
Education to teachers in school
groups — present portfolios showing
their progress towards our facilitators
standards.  They are then endorsed on
different levels — as  facilitators,  as
trainers, etc. 

NSRF endorsed facilitators work in
a variety of positions supporting pro-
fessional development in New York
City for teachers and leaders in
schools and school districts. These
include conducting study groups,
retreats, institutes, workshops and
conferences.  Through a process of
training, application of new skills and
demonstration of competence, New
York City participants may apply for
NSRF facilitator endorsement. 

We are holding our first Spring

Colloquium slated for May 17.
Besides opportunities to share work,
we expect to have a demonstration
roundtable where the portfolio
process can be seen and then, we
hope, critiqued. The director of
NSRF - New York is Nancy Mohr
and the associate directors are
Anthony Conelli and Alan Dichter.□
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You can contact Nancy Mohr
at <nanmohr@rcn.com>

NSRF endorsed facilitators work in a variety of positions sup-
porting professional development in New York City for teachers
and leaders in schools and school districts. These include con-
ducting study groups, retreats, institutes, workshops and con-
ferences. Through a process of training, application of new skills
and demonstration of competence, New York City participants
may apply for NSRF facilitator endorsement.
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Crossing Over to Canaan: A Book Review
Deborah Bambino, Pennsylvania

with the “two Myron’s,” I was trans-
ported into my teaching memory
bank.

How many times had I been “con-
fused” by the behavior of my stu-
dents, generally African American

males, who
p e r f o r m e d
well in my
class and got
in serious
trouble in oth-
ers? Why were
so many kids
like night and
day, articulate
and capable on
the outside,
and practically

incompetent in our schools? What
were we doing to elicit this transfor-
mation?

I thought about my two Jamars,
Ervins, and so many others. I also
remembered the boys who could lay
me or any other white teacher out in
class, only to become practically
docile in front of their mothers and
grandmothers. Clearly, these young
men “knew how to behave”; the prob-
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Having read The Dreamkeepers, I
was anxious for my copy of the 
new Gloria Ladson-Billings’ book,
Crossing Over to Canaan, to arrive.
From the introduction, where she
explains the metaphorical title that
compares our new teachers to the
“chosen as they cross over into the
Promised Land,” I knew I was
hooked.

The entire book held my interest,
with its questions about cultural com-
petency and the ways our cultural
baggage and bias impact on our
teaching and learning in diverse
classrooms. I enjoyed the easy back
and forth, from her personal experi-
ences, to the vignettes about the new
teachers, to the research based struc-
ture of the Teaching for Diversity
Master’s Program that she helps to
administer.

My favorite chapter was number
four, entitled, “Nobody Wants to Be
Urkel.” As I read about the dilemma
of students who are capable and want
to succeed, but don’t want to be sepa-
rated from their peers and families, I
was deeply moved. However, when I
read one new teacher’s experience

lem was not in their upbringing. I
had to ask myself, “Why have I been
so willing to accept labels of this or
that deficit on the part of our kids,
but so reluctant to examine myself
and my practice?” 

The students choose to act in dif-
ferent ways in response to different
types of treatment.  It’s really not
hard to see, if we’re willing to look.
Ms. Ladson-Billings has done us a
big favor by surfacing the seemingly
schizophrenic behavior of many of
our children and tracing it back to the
cultural bias that we play out in our
classrooms despite our good inten-
tions.

We recently used chapter four in a
text based discussion at the Winter
Meeting in Houston, and hope that it
will form the basis of ongoing dis-
cussions about cultural competency
and its relationship to both what, and
how, we teach and view our young
people. □

end of each period of inquiry begins a
new cycle of questions. Regina has
begun to apply her new learning to her
other courses, while I am at a far earli-
er stage in my own research. My entry
point is the question of what I can
learn from observing my students read.
I want to know how I can improve
their reading and writing skills by giv-
ing them more autonomy. My CFG
will help me to tune my question and
offer support during my research. They
will also prepare me to present my
work to my peers. After many, many
years of teaching ninth grade, I am
looking at my work with fresh eyes
and new excitement for the teaching
and learning process. □

a breath and realize that I am in way
over my head, but my students’ excite-
ment for our work together leads me to
continue my exploration.  I have begun
to plan an interdisciplinary course with
our photography teacher that would
allow students to create displays in area
restaurants. All of this started with a
question, a little question, that kept
growing. I have not simply pushed my
comfortable limits, I have bulldozed
them. I have learned skills of creativity,
writing, editing, revising, photography,
formatting -- the list is long, and will
undoubtedly grow as I apply this learn-
ing to my other courses.” 

Regina's reflection reveals that our
questions, like those of our students,
are often messy and non-linear, and the

“I am proud of this work. My students’
performance has improved with every
new standard I have added. As col-
leagues became aware of my work,
they offered to teach a variety of ethnic
dishes to my students, as did our for-
eign exchange students. My work
became far more public.  I was able to
arrange for my students’ work to be cri-
tiqued by the art and production direc-
tor of a national cooking magazine. I
have been asked to present my work to
a state conference this spring.

“I did not think that a question could
drive my work, but it has truly 
transformed my practice. My question
causes me to focus on my work in a
new way every day.  Sometimes I take

Connections: a Journal of the National School Reform Faculty
Spring 2002

14

Reflections from the Field
I’m not sure how to create the 

conversation around equity that gives justice 
to the complexity, authenticity and emotions 

it raises for ourselves personally and 
with our children.  

Winter Meeting 2001, Houston

As far as equity. I keep seeing more instances 
of how it impacts not only on my profession but 
also on my life. I can’t believe that I have 
never examined this issue before. 
Winter Meeting 2001, Houston

In the fifth grade, a teacher named Ms Brown 
told me I wasn’t smart enough to do a science fair 

project that she suggested. I told my 
mother and that was the end of that.

Student, Eisenhower High School, Houston

The comment about “how American it is 
to discuss equity as equal opportunity, but not 
equity of outcomes” was thought provoking ...
Washington State

more than volunteering. The results we
seek are for youth to experience making
a contribution to meaningful change in
both their schools and
communities.VISTA also hopes to
extend the NSRF project to additional
states. NSRF has hired state coordina-
tors for this project in both states.
Lucent Peer Collaboration Project
The Lucent Peer Collaboration Project
is an innovative project designed to
establish and institutionalize new strate-
gies for teacher learning as members of
Collaborative Learning Communities in
four school districts: Albuquerque;
Seattle; Broward County (Fort
Lauderdale); and Lancaster,
Pennsylvania. The project, which began
in June 2000 and initially involved
twenty schools, now envisions steadily
expanding work in school clusters with-
in and beyond these four districts.

As you can see, there have been extra-
ordinary opportunities for NSRF to live
up to its new mission of supporting edu-
cational social equity for all.  We could
not have been in position to contribute
to the national discourse without the
tremendous contribution of our col-
league, Faith Dunne.  She inspired us to
work toward equitable outcomes for
every learner.  This issue of
Connections is dedicated to her honor
and memory. □

the 83 schools in order to provide sup-
port for the teachers as they work to
enhance student learning. The princi-
pals in these schools are exploring
ways to support this collaborative work
with NSRF.
Rural Schools and Community
Trust (The Rural Trust)
The Rural Trust is the leading school
change organization for rural schools.
The Trust’s primary mission is to orga-
nize school and community support
around the issue of sustainability.
NSRF will be supporting the Rural
Trust leadership along with teachers
and community members from their
seven regions of the country in the
development of facilitation skills to
hold school/community conversations.
These conversations will deal with a
variety of “place-based learning” prob-
lems and possibilities.
VISTA Service Learning
Demonstration Project
The VISTA Service Learning
Demonstration Project is a project
involving Indiana and Vermont. The
purpose of this ground-breaking pro-
ject is to “explore the nexus between
school reform and anti-poverty work.”
The VISTA participants will become
school/community organizers and
build alliances with students, teachers,
and community members to help
achieve their goals. CFGs are the vehi-
cle being explored in order to develop
and sustain these alliances. This project
will be a catalyst in the effort to make
sure that service learning results in

We have trained over 2000 new coach-
es and have established 25 regional
centers (see article on page 10).
In addition, some of the most exciting
news lies in the many projects NSRF
has been supporting over the last year.
Below is a brief description of many of
them.  Please visit our website to learn
more about these initiatives
(www.nsrfharmony.org). 
Small School Coaches’ Collaborative
This is a partnership between NSRF,
the Coalition of Essential Schools
North West Center, and the Small
Schools Project at the University of
Washington. The Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation funds this collabora-
tion  The project is designed to support
educational reinvention in Washington
State. This reinvention has the potential
to create over 200 small high schools of
less than 400 students each. An addi-
tional 200 elementary and middle
schools will also be transformed as a
result of this endeavor.
Cleveland Municipal School District
In Cleveland, Ohio NSRF is supporting
the Cleveland Municipal School
District (CMSD) as it attempts to start a
new small high school as a part of the
Model Secondary Schools Project. The
school will have no more than 400 stu-
dents and is scheduled to open in
September of 2002. Fourteen NSRF
national facilitators are also working
with all 83 elementary and middle
schools in CMSD. NSRF’s role is to
train two people as coaches in each of

Directors’ Report
(continued from page 1)

What if ... ?
(continued from page 6)

You can contact Peggy Silva 
at <psilva@sprise.com>

You can contact Deborah Bambino
at <dbambino@earthlink.net>

Gloria Ladson-Billings (2001).
Crossing Over to Canaan. San

Francisco. Jossey-Bass Inc.You can contact Daniel Baron at
<dbaron@bloomington.in.us>, Steve

Bonchek at <harmony@indiana.edu>, 
and Gene Thompson-Grove at 

<gthompsongrove@earthlink.net>
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