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Abstract 

In the state of Texas, mandated testing has often led to mandated professional 

training for teachers and administrators. This has been particularly true for teachers 

working in low-income, high minority schools where students have traditionally scored 

lower on state standardized tests. In the past, urban school reform grants in the Greater 

Houston area have led to the enactment of an approach to professional development 

focused on the creation of Critical Friends Groups (CFGs). This approach to professional 

development supports teachers changing their practice by analyzing student and teacher 

work in collaboration with colleagues and through reflection on their individual practice.  

Critical Friends Groups were introduced to the Houston educational landscape in 

1998 with almost 80 teachers being trained as CFG coaches. Over the past thirteen years, 

the number of trained coaches has grown to over 700 teachers, administrators and staff 

receiving the designation as a Critical Friends Coach as outlined by the National School 

Reform Faculty (NSRF) guidelines and facilitators until 2010. Breakthroughs in thought 

and practice at the end of Critical Friends Group coaches training have been written in 

both local reflection sheets and in national publications. As a past NSRF national Critical 

Friends Group Coach trainer, I am passionate about Critical Friends Group processes as a 

means to improve teaching and learning and in the investigation of the Critical Friends 

Group approach working to create a deeper understanding of Critical Friends Groups and 

their impact on the development of teacher knowledge, collaboration and reflection 
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among its members. The process of making the knowledge their own helps teachers in 

numerous ways. Craig (2007) states, ―The efficacy of individuals, along with the power 

of small groups to inspire and influence change, becomes readily apparent to others‖ (p. 

8). 

This dissertation illuminates the concept of Critical Friends Groups, situates 

Critical Friends Groups in the context of the literature, examines Critical Friends Groups 

and analyzes collaboration and reflection of a single group through the lens of a 

knowledge community as defined by Craig (2007), and lays the groundwork for future 

research agendas in promoting teacher empowerment in professional development. 
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Chapter 1: Setting the Context 

 

Introduction 

High school reform efforts are being undertaken across the nation, and in the race 

to leave ―no child behind‖ high schools are losing. Statistics for high schools reflect an 

increase in drop-out rates, large amounts of college freshmen requiring remediation and 

many students unable to pass state mandated assessments. Wheelock (2000) 

acknowledges, ―In the absence of a school culture that can sustain changes over time, 

single structural innovations or changes in teaching and curriculum typically have limited 

impact‖ (p. 11). Communities, parents and politicians are continually calling on the 

education system to serve students better, especially during a presidential or gubernatorial 

election year, yet most teachers are struggling every day with meeting the needs of all 

their students. Some teachers are coming to the schools unprepared by the universities, 

some are beginning their teaching careers thorough alternative means of certification, and 

some are teaching the same way they did twenty years ago, yet teachers are in the 

classroom - teaching. Because of shifts in everything from demographics, high stakes 

accountability, and low teacher retention, teachers, yearning to reach each and every 

student, are fighting to meet needs of the students sitting in their classrooms. Tyack 

(1995) states, ―Faith in the power of education has had both positive and negative 

consequences‖ (p. 3).  In most schools, an observer would see teacher professional 

development as training in the form of a top-down lecture, telling teachers what and how 

to teach. This professional development approach attempts to harness teaching by treating 

the teacher as a mere conduit (Connelly & Clandinin 1995; Craig 2002) through which 

public policy passes. The approach of teacher training has changed very little over the 
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past 20 years in urban low-performing schools. I see the policies toward education and 

testing akin to the teacher who tells her students to ―Go study for the test‖ but never 

shows her students the skills, strategies, and reflective processes to study will never see 

students, change their study habits. The same analogy could also prevail for school‘s 

approach to teacher training; if no one lives and tells stories of collaboration and 

reflection, we will never realize a change in teaching. Shulman, in Hatch (2006) states,  

there can be no scholarship of teaching – and no advancement of teaching – 

without concrete and common records of what teachers do to support student 

learning, and without means and mechanisms for teachers to make their teaching 

public and to examine and to exchange what they are learning with others. (p. 

xxiv) 

 

In teacher professional development, session after session, teachers are told 

rhetorically ―work together,‖ ―collaborate,‖ and ―reflect‖ on your personal teaching 

methods. In a staff development session at Eagle High School, the teachers were tightly 

supervised as they watched a video of a workshop presentation entitled ―How to Handle 

the Hard to Handle Student‖ (Fleener, 2003). The ―professional development‖ consisted 

only of watching the video, and then all teachers dispersed and returned to their rooms, 

shut the door and proceeded to doing the exact same routines they had in place prior to 

the video viewing. One thing that stood out in my mind as I reflected on my notes was at 

various points in the presentation, Fleener (2003) pointed out that if more autonomy was 

given to teachers, they could solve any problem in the schools. He continued, ―Now we 

have to work together, we could solve all the problems in schools with the knowledge in 
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the room.‖ Yet the training approach he modeled in the video was a thinly guised 

behaviorist (B.F. Skinner) form of training as direct or teacher centered. Hatch states, 

―the invisibility of teaching and the focus on overseeing teachers‘ work grows out of the 

persistent and prevailing assumptions that teaching is a relatively simple process…‖ (p. 

4). Wheelock (2000) describes the approach to professional development in most schools 

as ―an ‗add on‘ activity, something that happens in after-school workshops or for three 

days in the summer‖ (p. 1). The assumption that changing the whole school can happen 

by just changing the teachers is a narrow approach. 

―Most staff developers would agree that the goal of staff development is change 

in individuals‘ knowledge, understanding, behaviors, skills, - and in values and beliefs. 

Too often, it appears this fundamental view of staff development is unheeded or 

forgotten‖ (Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, 1994). Teachers are seldom 

given tools and strategies to begin and support themselves on this journey to create their 

personal practical knowledge (Clandinin, 1986), a term I will elaborate on later. Using 

the same rationale as exceptional teachers in developing their students as independent 

learners, this dissertation will help to illuminate a teacher-directed approach that uses 

tools and strategies to impact collaboration and reflection within a self-led group of 

teachers and change the way teacher professional development is currently lived. 

I have experienced this phenomenon of top-down professional development first 

hand at Eagle High School and have seen the limitations of even multiple structural and 

organizational innovations failing or disappearing over time, or as many of the faculty at 

Eagle High School call it, ―32 flavors.‖ The alternative is obvious to me because of my 

experiences; the best choice is to create a group of teachers working together to change 
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their practice and to help change the school climate.   ―Cultivating communities of 

learners among teachers can reculture high schools, creating a space where ideas matter 

to teachers and to students‖ (Grossman & Wineburg, 2000, p. 54), and change the way 

we, teachers, work together in schools presents a unique opportunity to change high 

schools where it can impact the students the most, with the teachers.  As Andy 

Hargreaves points out in Hord & Sommers (2008), ―Professional learning communities 

offer an optimistic alternative to educators who hang on to loftier learning goals, and to 

those who believe that professional reflection and collaboration rather than prescription 

and compliance are still the best ways to achieve them‖ (p. ix). It is in this educational 

and community context that I began my journey into working with teachers in a 

collaborative and reflective approach with teacher autonomy in learning. 

 

Setting School Context Currently 

Eagle High School is a large urban school serving a highly diverse student 

population. The current enrollment of over 2,300 students is 46% African-American, 

51% Hispanic, 2% Asian-American, and 1% Caucasian.  The school community has 

made dramatic shifts, from once a country club community with backyards overlooking 

an 18-hole golf course, to those same homes being bought by government programs. This 

shift has made a significant impact on Eagle High School, now a Title 1 school with 83% 

of its students on free or reduced lunch programs, 83% classified as at-risk according to 

the state‘s accountability report, and with over an 8% drop out rate. The numbers reflect a 

school that has to change to meet the different needs of its students. Eagle High School is 

also having an identity crisis, a school that once was considered a college-prep school to 
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a school with 76% of its students enrolled in career and technical education and only 5% 

in the gifted and talented programs according to an accountability system that reports 

college readiness. The school is also seeing an increase in its English as a second 

language classes with almost 10% of the student population enrolled and over 8% of the 

students enrolled in special education classes.   

 

Setting School Context Historically 

Over 16 years ago, Eagle High School saw its future changing and began working 

on making changes to organizational structures and curriculum to serve its students. 

Curricular changes were happening with the implementation of an accelerated block 

scheduling and classes designed specifically to meet the needs of a diverse, urban 

population. This new schedule was in place during the 1995 – 2005 school years. In 

addition to class schedule changes, a new administrative organizational structure was 

adapted by combining the assistant principal and counselor roles into one position called 

an Educational Services Manager (ESM). This position was designed to help each child 

to be known personally by the administrator who would be there to handle both discipline 

and counseling needs. The reason this was viewed as such a benefit for a school in the 

midst of change was this new structure allowed one administrator to handle the needs of 

one nuclear family, unlike the traditional, diffused administrative structure of an assistant 

principal and counselor for each grade level. The parent/guardian would be able to 

contact one person and conference about everything from grades to conduct for all his/her 

children. This would be very beneficial to the families of Eagles‘ new students as many 

parents were working multiple jobs and odd shifts to make ends meet. The stay-at-home 
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mom who was a previous mainstay at Eagle High School was now a phenomenon of the 

past.  Eagle High School was in the midst of a major demographic shift. It was the 

forethought and vision of the then principal to make the necessary changes needed now to 

be sure that, as the shift continued, Eagle High School would be in a proactive rather than 

reactive state of mind to the changing curricular and organizational needs of a very 

different population, one that would invert its composition in the decade or so to come. 

Given the curricular and organizational changes, and with the risk-taking already 

in place to meet the needs of the new Eagle High School student body, a new local 

reform agency choose Eagle High School as a Gold Medal School. City School Reform 

(CSR) agency was funded in part by a large donation from an East Coast university that, 

in turn, was funded by a famous philanthropist who believed in urban public education 

and left a large sum of money for its improvement. The university then distributed the 

funds to major urban cities on the condition that the local reform agencies would match 

the funds 2 to 1. CSR was established in 1997 to manage the granting funds, solicit 

matching funds and to be the conduit for reform in the Gold Medal schools. CSR in the 

beginning had three areas that each of the schools would address in their individualized 

change plans: teacher learning, size, and isolation. Teacher learning was defined as 

―transforming teacher professional development from the one-shot workshop to 

sustained, daily learning embedded in the fabric of the school‖ (anonymous website). The 

structure of school was also addressed in size as ―reducing a school‘s isolation so that it is 

a vital, integral part of the neighborhood and community‖ or creating a personalized 

learning environment. The last area of reform was initially defined as isolation, but 
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evolved into collaboration. This area was defined as ―creating a personalized learning 

environment so that no child falls through the cracks‖ (anonymous website). 

Eagle High School addressed teacher learning through the creation of Critical 

Friends Groups, a term initiated at an East Coast University then moved to the National 

School Reform Faculty organization, on campus. This professional development 

approach was created as a way for teachers to work together to improve their practice. 

Eagle High School was beginning to form a cadre of teachers trained as Critical Friends 

Group coaches. The problem, however, was the retention of the teachers. Teachers who 

were willing to examine their practice and work collaboratively in schools were a sought 

after commodity.  

Eagle High School made a calculated effort to have teachers attend professional 

development in Advanced Placement classes in all tested areas. These professional 

development opportunities helped to generate conversations around the rigor of 

classroom activities. Keeping expectations high and actively pursuing a rapidly changing 

student demographic was a reflection of the campus‘ goal in its reform initiative. 

In addition, to the individual focus of the Critical Friends Group work and the 

Advanced Placement curriculum, the school embraced the mission to try to create a 

cohesive vision through large school-wide staff development. These large-scale efforts, 

while noble in nature, became a battle of ―us versus them.‖ The problem was that the 

―them‖ and ―us‖ was continually changing depending on which issue was in question. 

The battleground and soldiers were always in flux. For example, while working on the 

whole school staff development, the "us" was teachers and the "them" was the 

administration. While I was working to get more teachers involved in the Critical Friends 
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Groups it was us, involved in the work, versus them, teachers not involved in critically 

looking at their practice. 

Eagle High School addressed breaking down the isolation in a variety of ways. 

The campus became an Anti-Defamation League‘s School of Difference and prepared 

teachers to deliver their Classroom of Difference program. This curriculum was 

specifically focused on breaking down the isolation of one racial group of students from 

another. Although racial tensions have not been a major problem at Eagle High School, 

the campus foresaw the rapidly changing demographics on the horizon and wanted to be 

proactive in addressing issues concerning race and culture. 

The Beacon newsletter was another avenue that was used in on the Eagle High 

School campus to break down the isolation of a large faculty (over 180 teachers at that 

time), and created in part by one-quarter of a mile from some classrooms to the office. 

The Beacon served a dual purpose to keep stakeholders informed of the events on the 

campus, and, in turn, served as a springboard for conversations about the professional 

learning that was taking place in the sprawling school milieu. 

The campus was not only addressing the needs of the isolation inside the four 

walls of the school building, but the isolation that had been created within the immediate 

community. Eagle High School was in the process of building a reputation of being a 

vital part of the community, not just being geographically located in the area. One of the 

tenants of the school‘s mission statement, for example, is to serve as a community 

resource. Looking at the community and listening to area businesses and community 

members revealed that there was a large block of time during the summer when children 

went unsupervised. The introduction of Camp SOAR was established to fill that need in 
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the community. The summer day camp was begun for 8-11 year olds in the Eagle 

community, to have a place where they could be engaged in educational experiences as 

well recreational activities. The camp was free and open from 7:00 am to 6:00 pm, which 

allowed most families ample time to commute to and from work. This endeavor proved 

to be very successful and allowed families and children time in the school and under very 

different conditions. 

Continually pursuing the mission of Eagle High School to serve as a community 

resource, evening community technology classes were developed to create much needed 

training and exposure to computer programs. These classes provided experience for 

community residents seeking to find better jobs, and also allowed the parents of our 

students to model life-long learning to their children, and to illustrate the value of 

continually improving yourself. Nevertheless, the reform team at Eagle found the idea of 

only working to meet the needs of the students without working to change the standard of 

living in the community narrow minded. It felt they had to have equity of access for our 

students. During informal surveys of the students‘ resources at home, the school found 

that most did not have access to newspapers or magazines and most of the students did 

not have a computer at home, and if they did, Internet access was not available. As such 

the lack of resources, both informational and technological, seemed to help to contribute 

to the deficit mindset already plaguing many of the students‘ education. 

Eagle High School addressed size (personalized learning environment) in four 

different ways. The large size of the faculty, as previously mentioned, was reduced by 

developing three professional academies. The three academies were International Studies, 

Cyber Corps and Career Connections. These academies were used for teachers to 
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integrate particular foci within their curriculum. The teachers also participated in 

professional development conferences and workshops through the funding provided by 

the academies. These personalized learning academies were a strength of the school 

reform process because teacher‘s gained autonomy over their professional development, 

allowing each teacher to self assess with respect to meeting the needs of his/her students. 

One of the whole school initiatives that survived, for many years after the funding 

was gone, was advisory. The advisory class was first developed as a three-year rotation 

curriculum that would be ―taught‖ during an half-hour period. Over the years, the 

program was transformed into a student-run period, with students choosing issues to 

address and devising the curriculum. The system of allowing these students to build a 

relationship with a teacher in a non-evaluative situation was making a difference in the 

lives of Eagle High School students. 

Another area that had held great promise was the Capstone program. Capstone 

was started as a way for students to display their talents in a culminating senior project. 

The project would reflect their habits of mind, habits of work, and habits of heart as 

introduced to the teachers from members of the Coalition of Essential Schools. The 

number of seniors choosing to participate in the program decreased every year after its 

inception. The challenges that the program endured were great: coordinators changed, 

administrative support declined, community support wavered and mentor teachers 

struggled with their own students, curriculum and state-mandated testing. Although the 

theory and structure of the program were well developed, the school context was not 

ready for such a large undertaking. 
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Eagle High School during the Gold Medal years, 1997-2002, had 71% of its 

students on free or reduced lunch; because of the low socio-economic status of this large 

portion of families, disposable income for technology at home was at a minimum. The 

Eagle High School EAST Center was developed to give students not only access to 

technology but support from trained students and teachers. The EAST Center made 

students feel that a place was available with lots of computers to help them succeed or at 

the minimum provide an equitable playing field for these underserved students. 

All of these different areas of interest and focus would seem to create a disjointed 

effort at school reform; this was untrue of Eagle High School. What seemed to be 

happening was each program became its own cog. No matter if the program was small 

and served a select group, like the Capstone project, or huge and every teacher was 

involved, like the academies, each piece played a vital role in the process of changing a 

community. 

During the past 19 years of my teaching at Eagle High School, the demographics 

have changed dramatically, the leadership has changed substantially, but one constant has 

been the desire by the faculty and me to provide a quality education for all students to 

soar have not wavered. 

 

Situating Myself as the Teacher Researcher 

I am the narrator in this journey and the chronicler of the events, and though I 

sometimes use the words of the participants, they are still colored by my choosing those 

thoughts, words, and events. Therefore, where I come from and my history plays an 

integral part in the processes on the Eagle campus. My standard story about why I 
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became a teacher is one that I have used over and over again. My surface telling is that I 

always have been a teacher. I have been teaching, since I was in the third grade in my 

basement in a makeshift play classroom. I would come home from school and teach my 

younger sister the lessons I had learned that day. I would also include I loved teaching 

because I had a wonderful student, Shannon, who encouraged my continued teaching. My 

sister loved to learn: she was always waiting in her desk when I got home from school. 

She was four and entered kindergarten knowing how to read, write in cursive (a skill I 

was learning in the third grade) and work addition and subtraction problems. However, as 

I reflect on my school experiences, I am shocked I am a teacher. I am even surprised I 

ever wanted to relive the idea of school when I got home. 

During kindergarten, the signs of not liking school or having a difficult time with 

the traditional stories of school (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995) were very apparent in my 

mind now, hindsight is 20/20. During my year in kindergarten, I had my finger smashed 

in the bathroom door no less than four different times. I was enrolled in a class down the 

street, and I would walk to school with the neighbor boy. We were both the oldest, and 

we both were very responsible. I remember crossing two streets and playing miles away 

from home for all hours and was always safe. Children learn not to put their fingers on a 

hot stove or other dangerous things after being hurt once. I dare say I do not think I was 

stupid and did not know how not to get my finger smashed in the door. So now I wonder; 

what was happening in that classroom milieu that made the pain of a smashed finger a 

better avenue for a five-year old than staying in the classroom? 

My first grade experience was not much better although I changed my method of 

avoidance. I can remember wetting my pants in the first grade to be able to get out of the 
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classroom. I obviously did not like kindergarten and was on the same path in first grade. I 

can remember being put in reading groups, and I was positive I was in the low group. I 

hated being thought of as stupid and classified in ―that group.‖ Why then with the 

restroom right outside my classroom, with new round fountains for sinks, where six 

students could wash their hands at one time, was the fun I had stepping on the foot lever 

to start the sinks. The classroom was not an inviting place for me: leaving was better, 

even if it meant creating an embarrassing moment.  

In the third grade, I changed schools; this would be my third school in four years. 

My parents sent me to a private Catholic school. My classroom was in the cold and drab 

basement. It was long and narrow and all the desks were in straight rows. My teacher was 

a nun, Sister, I am not sure of her name, who would walk up and down the rows in the 

stereotypical Catholic nun teacher way. Sister would carry her spelling book up and down 

the long aisles of desks, drilling the spelling words into our heads. One Thursday, Sister 

was quizzing the class on the spelling words. She called on me to spell camera. I replied, 

―C-A-M-E-R.‖ She looked at me with those mean, cut-right-through-you teacher eyes 

and asked if there was anything else. I shook my head no. Bonk – the spelling book came 

down on top of my head. I could not believe it; Sister had just hit me with the spelling 

book. To this day, I struggle with spelling, and I blame that on Sister ―Don‘t Remember.‖ 

I can remember details of the classrooms, bathrooms, and of incidents, but the names of 

my teachers are gone. Their affect on my life was significant enough to remember their 

actions, but their names have been erased forever. 

I have noticed at my recent class reunions that my friends from school can recite 

almost all of their teachers‘ names; I cannot remember one single name until my fifth 
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grade year. Looking back, I wonder now why I had played school for so many years with 

such traumatizing experiences in my stories of school, so who was I modeling my 

teaching after someone, was I restorying (Connelly & Clandinin 1990) my miseducative 

experiences (Dewey, 1938)? 

My fifth grade teacher was Mrs. Fire, a name and teacher I vividly remember. My 

family moved to a different neighborhood over the summer before my fifth grade year: 

therefore, I was now starting in a new school, the fourth in five years. My first personal 

interaction with my new teacher was not long into the school year when Mrs. Fire pulled 

me aside and asked me, ―How are you doing? Your grades in math are really good; do 

you find the material too easy?‖ I was shocked. No teacher had ever thought I was doing 

well or I was smart. She continued, ―I looked at your records from your old school, and I 

think they sent the wrong file, or they placed you in the wrong group. I am going to move 

you to a higher group.‖ In that, one short conversation she conveyed that no longer was 

my old label or story of Michaelann, as a student, acceptable, but Michaelann‘s story, the 

story I was constructing one where I was expected to perform at a higher level was being 

honored. I was excited about the newfound interest in my learning and about the fact 

someone believed in me. I worked hard that year to keep my grades up and to create 

innovative work. Mrs. Fire was the first one outside of my home to acknowledge and 

honor my artistic talent. I brought in art project that we had to create for homework, I do 

not remember the objective being taught or the rubric used. I do remember Mrs. Fire took 

the artwork and proceeded to escort it and me all over the school. She stopped at all the 

teachers‘ doors and bragged about my work. I was so proud, and I was so happy that I 

had made Mrs. Fire so thrilled. 
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The following years were good, but not like fifth grade. By high school, I was not 

performing well, and my grades were slipping, again. I had allowed myself to believe the 

old stories of Michaelann. I graduated number 129 out of 220. The statement that 

influenced me the most was when the school guidance counselor told me I was not 

college material. I was devastated; I would not even apply to college. Luckily, for me, I 

had parents who also had a story of Michaelann, a story that included attending college.  

As a teacher, I have always heard that teachers teach the way they were taught. I 

hope I do not teach the way I was instructed over the majority of my K-12 years. I 

shudder when I think what stories of school I may be imposing on my students. I think it 

is interesting that even before I had a good teacher, Mrs. Fire, in the fifth grade, I knew 

the way not to teach and the school story I wanted to be a part of in my education. I am 

glad that my good experiences with my sister at home far outweighed my terrible and 

traumatic experiences in the creation of my way of knowing school. I think these bad 

experiences are the reason I am passionate about school change, and specifically about 

Critical Friends Groups (CFG), and how I see the potential for affecting the stories of 

school being created by both teachers and students. I see the CFG approach to 

professional development  as a way for teachers to help each other to become better 

teachers for their students and possibly creating parallel stories (Craig, 1999), the stories 

of students and the students‘ stories. As Greene (1995) wrote, ―the narrative we shape out 

of the materials of our lived lives must somehow take account of our original landscapes 

if we are to be truly present to ourselves and to partake in authentic relationships with the 

young‖ (p.75). Therefore, until I understand my story of school and how I lived that 

story, my ability to construct authentic relationships with my students will be hindered.  
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How did Mrs. Fire know how to be a good teacher for me? How do we know how 

to be good teachers for our students? Once you have a good teacher, are you saved from 

the rest of the mediocre teachers? I did not find that one good teacher could protect me 

from the bad ones in my education future, but it did provide me with a nugget of 

knowledge that I could have my own school story (Connelly & Clandinin, 1996) beyond 

the authorized story of school (Connelly & Clandinin, 1996). 

 

Situating Myself at Eagle High School 

A typical day in the life of a public high school teacher begins at 4:30 a.m. The 

alarm sounds, I roll over and reach for the snooze button, but today is Monday. Monday 

means I have to leave my apartment by 5:30 a.m., there will be no 9 minute snooze naps, 

and I have duty promptly at 6:25 a.m. My duty is synonymous with schools that are of 

high compliance accountability and low in innovative learning. This duty requires 40 

minutes of 35 teachers‘ time each day to monitor each student walking through metal 

detectors and to search completely each student‘s bag for counterband, cell phones or 

worse, duty dependent on training in the reading of the metal detectors and use a search 

wand, metal detector training, an additional skill, which would help me if I ever needed 

another job, such as Transportation Security Agency agent at the airport. I arrive at Eagle 

High School, sign in on the computerized monitoring attendance system, make coffee, 

and set up my daily warm-up for the students before heading to duty.  I arrive for my 

shift, sign in again, and begin the inspection of students for any number of violations, 

dress code, cell phones, and illegal backpacks, while trying to make it less traumatic for 

the students. I try adding in ―good morning‖ and ―I like your outfit,‖ but my informal 
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data is that 1 of every 50 students will say ―good morning‖ back. As the bell sounds for 

release to classes, I race ahead of the pack to welcome my students into my classroom. 

My welcome comes with a juxtaposition of thought for the students, didn‘t I just see her 

going through my mesh backpack, compartment by compartment and now she offers a 

warm good morning and asks me to get my notebook out? I give instructions to the 

warm-up activity, while I take attendance, once on the salmon-colored sheets and once on 

the computerized attendance program. Then I solicit their art fees, as there is no budget 

for the state requirement for graduation course. I then must go circulate the room and 

check to be certain that each student is wearing the school issued identification badges, 

that the boys have their shirts tucked in, pants pulled up and are clean shaven, and that 

the girls do not have their midriffs showing or that shoes that are flip flops or over the 

three-inch heel regulation. Teaching and, hopefully, learning can finally begin. Then just 

as quickly the bell sounds, and again it seems that little was accomplished. Before I can 

breathe, the bell sounds repeatedly until six periods later, when I sigh in relief and 

collapse. This can only last a moment because money must be turned into the bookkeeper 

and books balanced daily, mailbox checked, email messages checked and phone calls 

home made, that is if the number is not disconnected, out of order, or the incorrect home 

number. The end of school bell sounds and the students race for their buses or 

extracurricular activities. In the meantime, a handful of teachers wander the halls in a 

daze, looking for relief from the downward spiral that has become all consuming. These 

out-of-classroom experiences work for and against the students and me in the creation of 

in-classroom experiences that are educative (Dewey, 1938).  
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Situating myself in the professional development arena 

Over the years, I have attended district professional development, national and 

local conferences in my content area, as well as dozens of one-shot workshops. During 

the preparation for a large school reform grant, a team from the school worked with a 

university professor to develop the school‘s espoused theory. The espoused theory simply 

stated that when educational theory + collaboration + reflection were combined, the result 

would be better teachers, therefore creating better students. This espoused theory was the 

vision for our implementation plans and the subsequent indoctrination of the Critical 

Friends Group approach on the Eagle campus.  

In my 19-year career, I have had many opportunities for improving my teaching, 

many chances to find the key to successful teaching.  Yet many of these opportunities 

produced no noticeable changes in my everyday routines. However, I had an epiphany 

during a week-long training when I volunteered to become a Critical Friends Group 

Coach. I was given the tools and a new approach to reflecting on my practice and 

working with my colleagues. This aha moment has changed my teaching and learning, 

both in the classroom with students and in my school with adults. This approach has 

influenced my teaching and my students‘ learning, but I am not alone on this journey: 

many of my colleagues tell similar stories to mine after living similar experiences. 

The week-long Critical Friends Group Coach training was only a piece of a much 

larger school reform plan of a particular local arm of a national reform movement on the 

educational landscape.  Critical Friends Groups, according to the International Centre for 

VET Teaching and Learning (2006), ―are peers or colleagues who ask probing questions 

and offer helpful critiques…their role is to ask probing questions to enable those involved 
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to gain fresh insights into their work.‖ This change in understanding how teachers who 

make decisions to change their practice based on their own reflections, rather than 

through dictated school policy, became the mindset being embedded in other parts of the 

school reform work on the campus of Eagle High School. 

As a teacher, I struggle to find a time and place to collaborate with my colleagues 

and reflect on my practice so I can reach the over 135 students staring at me in classes 

throughout the day, challenging me to teach them, to find ways for them to learn, and to 

seek opportunities to be the curriculum maker (Connelly and Clandinin, 1995). 

 

Situating my work in the reform work at Eagle High School 

Eagle High School prepared a proposal for continuing its reform efforts, 

increasing its efforts, making sure to address the reform movement‘s three imperatives. 

The intimacy that I have had with the reform efforts at Eagle High School added both 

breadth and depth to my perspective, as Clandinin and Connelly (1995) highlight a 

perspective of being able to look forward, backwards, inward, and outward. I was the 

reform movement coordinator on the campus. In this position, I attended meetings in and 

outside the building concerning all of the programs that Eagle was enacting: in addition, I 

was the liaison with the granting agency, CSR, and participated in a majority of the 

functions sponsored by CSR. Just prior to Eagle receiving the large grant, my classroom 

was moved. While at the time this move seemed tragic, it turned out to most beneficial in 

working on the CSR grant, developing my personal teaching practices, and strengthening 

a professional bond with the soon to be Academy Dean, Roy Boudreaux.  
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I found that my position as the CSR coordinator was to monitor and encourage all 

the cogs to stay the course. The position, of course, in reality was not that easy because 

human beings are not cogs and are not interchangeable. It is because of the individuality 

of each of the teachers involved in the project that leadership was a key piece to the 

failure or success of the implementation at Eagle High School. 

 

Need for the Inquiry 

My experiences in business, education, and professional development approaches 

converge as the X in the treasure map that sets the course for my interest and passion for 

the Critical Friends Group approach. Critical Friends Groups are a means of breaking 

down the isolation that is inherent in many today‘s high schools, help relationships with 

and among teachers to allow for collaborative experiences, and provide focused time to 

reflect on teaching and learning. It is a professional development approach worthy of 

investigation. 

According to the National School Reform Faculty (2007) website, Critical Friends 

Groups as designed to: 

 Create a professional learning community  

 Make teaching practice explicit and public by "talking about teaching"  

 Help people involved in schools to work collaboratively in democratic, reflective 

communities 

 Establish a foundation for sustained professional development based on a spirit of 

inquiry 
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 Provide a context to understand our work with students, our relationships with 

peers, and our thoughts, assumptions, and beliefs about teaching and learning  

 Help educators help each other turn theories into practice and standards into 

actual student learning  

 Improve teaching and learning  

(http://www.nsrfharmony.org/faq.html#1) 

The litany of characteristics of a Critical Friends Group is the same list of characteristics 

or goals on many school change plans. Yet, the Critical Friends Group approach is not 

readily accepted by school districts and administrations. Is this because the characteristics 

of teacher groups are not easily scripted, controllable, and evaluative? 

The Critical Friends Group approach has been in existence since 1994, originally 

housed as the National School Reform Faculty on the Brown University campus, and has 

been central to the local school reform effort since 1998 (Houston A+ Challenge, 2005). 

The outside evaluators of the local reform effort listed Critical Friends Groups in the 

category of ―Effects on Systemic Change‖ but described the teacher-directed professional 

development as a ―study group‖ or a ―program‖ (Reyes & Phillips, 2001). Franke (2001) 

suggest that, the existence of a professional community may be even more critical in 

supporting experienced teachers learning to teach in different ways. This evaluation 

report does not provide an in-depth description of the enactment and sustainability of 

CFG groups in schools. In addition to the evaluation report, the local reform work in the 

high school led Coppola to state in her case study: ―Among all the CFGs [Critical Friends 

Groups], we have observed in the last two years of this evaluation research, this 

democratic mode of functioning creates a strong sense of peer community and 
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collegiality among participants‖ (p. 64). She continued: ―The creation of such small, 

collegial, communities of practice sits in some contrast to the school‘s required 

professional development [trainings]…and the professional development [training] days 

sponsored by the district throughout the year‖ (p. 65).  

Abundant positive anecdotal information of this teacher-directed professional 

development approach can be easily found, but there is a gap in research to support these 

claims. However, as teachers in the Critical Friends Group continued their individual and 

collective journeys in their school landscapes, they encountered what their colleagues 

nationwide were encountering: the grand narrative of education as embodied by the No 

Child Left Behind Act of 2001, which rigidly defines the notion of ―adequate yearly 

progress‖ and demands serious sanctions be forced onto schools who do not rise to this 

somewhat arbitrary bar of student achievement. No Child Left Behind (2001) proclaims, 

States and local districts will be permitted to use this funding to meet their 

particular needs and to strengthen the skills and improve the knowledge of their 

public school teachers, principals, and administrators. In return, states and 

districts would be required to ensure that federal funds promote the use of 

scientific, research-based and effective practice in the classroom. 

In many states, this has translated into increasing standardized test scores through 

prescriptive and fragmented workshops. This controlled strategy for teacher learning has 

not been successful in any of the venues known. Therefore, there seems to be a need for 

teachers and administrators to look for a different method of professional development. 

One positive avenue, I have discovered, focuses efforts on cultivating teacher knowledge 
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through collaboration and reflection so that the ongoing school reform efforts can achieve 

their full potential.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

As many urban, high minority population and low socio-economic schools 

struggle to meet the high stakes accountability measures specified by the state agency and 

No Child Left Behind currently in place, many school districts are resorting to a more 

dictatorial model of professional training. According to Kohn (1999), ―Some officials are 

sincere in their desire to use standards and testing as a way to close gaps between white 

and black, rich and poor. [However,] The reality is that many second-rate schools in the 

inner city are becoming third-rate as students are drilled day after day to pass the tests.‖ 

The prescribed and scripted model of teacher training sessions, while it seems to make 

superintendents more comfortable, does little in contributing to the successes in the 

testing arena. Kohn (1999) writes, 

Researchers in Colorado asked some fourth-grade teachers to teach a specific 

task. About half the teachers were told that when they were finished, their 

students would have to ―perform up to standards‖ on a test. The other teachers 

were simply invited to ―facilitate the children‘s learning.‖ In the end, when all the 

students were tested, it turned out that students in the ―standards‖ classrooms did 

a poorer job on the task. 

Many teachers tried to implement the new strategies, but because they do not make these 

strategies part of their teaching selves, they return to the same routines and methods 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1988). Grossman and Wineburg (2000) point out, ―The simple 
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fact is that in the typical American high school the structures for on-going intellectual 

community do not exist.‖  They continue, ―Despite lip service to life-long teacher 

learning, the organizational, vocational, and cultural norms of American schools conspire 

to create a situation in which community for teacher learning is found (if at all) outside 

the workplace.‖ According to the Southern Maine Partnership (2003), ―nationally, CFGs 

are one of the most prominent approaches to creating professional learning communities 

in schools, which research strongly supports as one of the most effective types of 

professional development‖ (p. 1). The enactment of a teacher-directed approach, such as 

the Critical Friends Group, could change the way teachers and administrators look at 

teacher professional development and teachers‘ construction of new knowledge in school 

settings.  

Four dimensions of the Critical Friends Group approach to professional 

development will be illustrated through teachers‘ voices, as lived stories captured in the 

proposed inquiry. Those dimensions will be:  

 participants engaging in ongoing inquiry, reflection and construction of 

new knowledge; 

 participants exploring personal theories and practices around the 

development of community; 

 participants exploring the relationship between adult collaboration and 

student learning; and 

 participants practicing and enacting varied methods for examining student 

and teacher work collaboratively. 
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In addition, the inquiry will illuminate the use of reflective practices in 

constructing new knowledge by the participating teachers in a Critical Friends Group. 

The inquiry will reflect the multiple dimensions of the Critical Friends Group 

professional development approach and its influence on collaboration among high school 

teachers participating in the local reform movement. Portraying these stories in detail will 

yield a richer picture of the two main components in the development of knowledge 

communities (Craig, 1995): collaboration and reflection. The journey that each teacher 

embarks on in the constructing their knowledge of personal theories and practices in the 

pursuit of student learning will be chronicled and analyzed for the purpose of elucidating 

the story of this Critical Friends Group. The individuals and their stories are the elements 

that work together to create a balance and unity in their varied perspectives of change. 

Many of the original teachers that participated in the CFG under the original 

reform grant continue their involvement. Several of these teachers have changed 

campuses, yet many remain at Eagle High School and continued to meet until 2009. Yet, 

the work of the group continues in an informal way on campus. As a narrative inquirer, I 

will illuminate several key themes amidst the story constellations (Craig, 2007a) within 

the Critical Friends Group. Among them, the primary purposes of this research include: 

engaging in ongoing inquiry and reflection in the construction of new knowledge, 

exploring personal theories and practices around the development of community, 

exploring the relationship between adult collaboration and improved student learning, 

and practicing and enacting varied approaches and processes for examining student and 

teacher work collaboratively. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

 

Introduction 

The work that was lived and captured in this dissertation occurred over a time 

span just in excess of 13 years. As Dewey (1938) points out, experience and learning are 

both continuous. The literature review, like the experiences illuminated in it, has become 

a living document – it has been constructed after, alongside, and in reflection of the lived 

experiences of the teachers in the Critical Friends Groups on the Eagle High School 

campus. The literature and experiences both informed my work as a teacher and 

facilitator, the teachers‘ work in the group and has proved to be useful in reflection on the 

work, as teachers restoried (Clandinin and Connelly, 1990, 1996, 1998) their experiences 

in efforts to make meaning from them.  

There are four major strands of educational research that intertwine to create a 

structure and philosophical lens for this inquiry. First, I turn to the narrative construction 

of teacher knowledge as it is derived from lived and shared experiences through 

collaboration and reflection. Second, I turn to ideas about knowledge communities as 

they pertain to teacher collaboration and improved student learning. Third, I turn to the 

knowledge base of teacher inquiry as a theoretical act of knowledge construction. Last, 

the weavings of these strands and the new literature help to situate the inquiry into the 

Critical Friends Group within the broader contexts of teachers and teacher knowledge.  

This chapter presents an overview of relevant literature, both historical and 

current, that describes collaboration and reflection in Critical Friends Group teacher 

professional development. Hence, Chapter Two is organized in the following sections: 

(1) Situating the Work within the Teacher Knowledge Literature, (2) Situating the Work 
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within the Knowledge Community Literature, (3) Situating the Work within Teacher 

Inquiry and Knowledge Construction, and (4) Situating the Work within Critical Friends 

Group Literature, specifically, collaboration and reflective practice. 

 

Situating the Work within the Teacher Knowledge Literature 

As an avid traveler, I rely on various types of aids to help me gain a better 

understanding of the language, culture, and people of my chosen travel destination. These 

aids provide me with directions and offer what I need to be successful as a traveler. In 

contrast, the majority of teacher development models currently used in schools rely little 

on understanding the language, culture, and people of that school community. Moblo 

(2005) writes, ―Recognize that a one-size approach to education does not fit all. Children 

do not achieve at the same level, in the same manner, at the same time.‖ If the goal of 

education is to be successful with all students, then as educators we are going to have to 

start, metaphorically, by learning different languages and customs. Carlson (2001) points 

out, ―Metaphors helped make the abstract concepts of teaching more tangible; that they 

were useful for clarifying their beliefs about teaching; and that they helped them reflect 

on their beliefs at a different more conceptual level‖ (p. 52). It is the use of metaphor that 

is woven in the stories of schools and of the teachers in those schools. This new way of 

thinking about school helps create as Greene (1978) describes ―a new kind of dialogue 

with the past may be needed, the kind of dialogue that clarifies vision and pushes back 

the boundaries of thought‖ (p. 117). The new dialogue allows us to learn about new 

cultures, but better yet create a new kind of learning community. 
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Connelly and Clandinin (1988) recognize this idea. They believe that each 

educator brings his or her own language and customs from which to honor and build, 

creating the concept of teachers‘ personal practical knowledge. They view: 

personal practical knowledge as a term designed to capture the idea of experience 

in a way that allows us to talk about teachers as knowledgeable and knowing 

persons. Personal practical knowledge is in the teacher‘s past experience, in the 

teacher‘s present mind and body, and in the future plans and actions. Personal 

practice knowledge is found in the teacher‘s practice. It is, for any teacher, a 

particular way of reconstructing the past and the intentions of the future to deal 

with the exigencies of a present situation (p. 25).  

In casting teachers as knowledgeable and knowing persons and defining teachers‘ 

personal practical knowledge, Connelly and Clandinin validate teachers‘ experiences as 

inextricably meshed with their knowledge. Grossman (1995) adds, ―From this perspective 

knowledge is embodied within classroom practice: distinctions between knowledge and 

classroom practice are not clear cut‖ (p. 23). ―Teacher as knower‖ Lieberman and Miller 

(2008) and ―teacher as curriculum maker‖ Clandinin and Connelly (1992) portray the 

teacher as not a conduit (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995; Craig, 2002) dispensing 

information into the students from the prescribed state curriculum, but as educators 

creating meaningful personal experiences. 

Furthermore, Clandinin and Connelly (1995) choose a landscape metaphor to 

describe the context within which to situate teachers‘ personal practical knowledge. This 

professional knowledge landscape is viewed as ―narratively‖ constructed: having a 

history with moral, emotional, and aesthetic dimensions. ―Research on teaching has 
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experienced a shift from the search for paradigmatic knowledge to an interest in narrative 

knowledge; a shift that has affected research on teacher knowledge‖ (Grossman, 1995, 

p.21). In addition, with a shift in the research to narrative knowledge, a different 

perspective on education has opened up. This shift allows for multiple perspectives, 

multiple questions, and multiple solutions. Conle (2006) points out ―Our inquiry is a road 

of many possible paths toward multiple discoveries, most profitably pursued by several 

people jointly engaged in narrative inquiry‖ (p. 2). Critical Friends is a road in education 

that supports multiple ways of knowing and pursues them in narrative. ―We see it as 

storied---to enter a professional knowledge landscape is to enter a place of story‖ 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1999, p. 2). Patton (2002) states, ―In asking these questions, the 

analyst works back and forth between the data or story (the evidence) and his or her own 

perspective and understandings to make sense of the evidence‖ (p. 477). Clandinin, 

Connelly, and Patton use story as the foundation to the narrative authority (Olsen, 1995) 

of each teachers‘ professional knowledge. This recognition of the professional knowledge 

of teachers is illustrated by McEntee (1995) who writes, ―at Brown [University, the site 

where Critical Friends Groups were introduced], on the other hand, I encountered people 

who valued my knowledge and experience, who wanted to hear what I had to say, and 

who had many things to say [that] I wanted to hear…I began to grow as a teacher‖ (p. 

10).  

Critical Friends Group experiences for my colleagues and me over the past eight 

years have yielded many of the same comments as McEntee. Teachers are having their 

first experiences as being valued as knowledgeable and knowing persons in the education 

field. Craig (2003) also points out the need for ―a transitional narrative space – a bridging 
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space – in which adjustments in relationships on the teachers‘ landscape can – and do – 

occur‖ (p. 421). It is the narrative that creates the space for teachers to reach in and out of 

themselves. Connelly and Clandinin (2006) explain, ―people shape their daily lives by 

stories of who they and others are and as they interpret their past in terms of these 

stories‖ (p. 477). Craig goes on to further develop the need for narrative in education. She 

explains, ―Without narrative, humans would be unable to organize their thoughts, 

communicate, or enter into social situations with one another. And, without narrative, 

teachers, like all human persons, would be unable to hold, express, or grow their 

knowledge as professionals individually or collectively‖ (Craig, 2007, p. 25). Neuman 

(1996) posits that changes in teaching occur when ―Driven by these new ideas, teachers 

become learners constructing their own knowledge and gaining insights into their own 

reasoning…using this information, they gain a better understanding of how students 

learn‖ (p. v). Lieberman and Miller (1999) point out, ―Teacher growth and development 

comes about in many ways. Teachers learn from ‗outside knowledge‘ – research, reform 

ideas, conferences, books, workshops, speakers, consultants. But they also learn from 

‗inside knowledge‘ – by teaching and picking up ideas from fellow teachers and trying 

them out in their classroom‖ (p.63). Learning from each other, whether it is at a 

conference or in a Critical Friends Group meeting, is about improving teacher knowledge 

so that each teacher can better meet the needs of the students in their classroom.  

This story of school is the grand narrative (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000), that 

the purpose of schooling is perceived to be about student learning. Lieberman and Miller 

(1999) parallel Clandinin and Connelly (1992) with their view of teachers as curriculum 

makers and Craig and Ross (2008) with their description of students ―…a model of 
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learning that views children, not as mere receptors of knowledge and information, but 

also as meaning makers actively engaged in constructing their own learning‖ (Resnick, 

1987, p. 23). 

In creating new school landscapes with new languages, customs and cultures, a 

new school story is being made. Some schools in the local reform movement chose to 

develop school portfolios as a vehicle to document their progress (Eagle High School, 

1998-2002). A challenge in the development of portfolios is finding a way to cohesively 

link multiple layers (Craig, 2001; Craig, 2007) and dimensions in a productive way to 

illustrate the complexity of the situation. A number of sets of stories characterize school 

landscapes. Stories of school (Connelly & Clandinin, 1996) – the stories that educators 

are expected to live and tell about schools – and school stories (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1996) – the stories educators personally tell about schools – are vital. Also important are 

stories of reform (Craig, 2001) – the stories that teachers are expected to live and tell 

about school reform and reform stories (Craig, 2001) – the stories teachers personally tell 

about their experiences of school reform. Eagle High School‘s portfolio (Eagle High 

School, 2002) indicates there were originally eight Critical Friends Groups meeting on 

the campus. The entries by the individual members reveal more than agendas and 

minutes: they tell stories of changes in practice as they emerged. Check (1996) supports 

this notion: 

A practitioner writing about reform is not ‗just storytelling‘ about individual 

classrooms; it is an effective tool for school change. Effective stories create 

change; communities create change…writings created by practitioners within a 

community of peers can be powerful agents of change. (p. 36) 
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Eagle High School began using portfolios as a compliance tool for the local 

school reform initiative as evidence of good stewardship, but teachers who found 

themselves embedded in the process of making portfolios discovered that the telling of 

their stories goes beyond compliance. Lyons (1998) states, ―The story of the portfolio as 

a personal learning experience, powerful in the kind of reflective process it fosters, 

perhaps is best revealed in the stories of those who create their own portfolios‖ (p. 17). 

The use of portfolios in classrooms, as Venables (1996) writes, opens the door to 

practical applications: 

We knew in our hearts that things would never be the same, that we were 

beginning to take a hard look at what we teach, how much we teach, and how we 

teach it. What we didn‘t know was whether or not it [portfolios] would really 

―work‖ (p. 1) 

In constructing portfolios both individually and collectedly, reflection-in-action, 

defined by Schön (1995) as the ability of professionals to ―think what they are doing 

while they are doing it,‖ became a crucial skill in the success of one‘s own teaching but 

also in the success of the group‘s work. It was the reflective underpinnings that helped 

move the work of improving student learning through improving teaching. Fullan (1993, 

1999) stressed that it is only through reflection at the personal, group, and organizational 

level that teachers will begin to question practices and think differently about teaching 

and learning. 

Chien (2005) states ―The purpose of reflection is to engage in a habit of thinking 

about experience, to view experience from alternative interpretations and possibilities, to 

resolve problems from unfamiliar situations, and finally cultivate professional growth‖ 
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(p. 3). Lieberman and Miller (2008) write ―reflective practice leads to learning that is 

reciprocal, practical, active, and open to revision‖ (p. 21). In addition, ―reflective practice 

leads to the development of a repertoire: a collection of images, ideas, actions, and 

metaphors that a person develops and draws upon to understand new situations, make 

predictions, and guide new actions‖ (Lieberman and Miller, 2008, p. 21). The circular 

nature of learning and building experiences is a reflective practice that opens up teachers 

to mold themselves into curriculum makers with personal practical knowledge, rather 

than being molded from the outside.  

Chien threads this purpose of reflection with the ideas of multiple perspectives 

and multiple layers (Craig, 2001) and ultimately professional growth. His insight 

supports my view of the purpose of Critical Friends Groups and their ultimate goal in 

improving teaching to improve student learning through collaboration and reflection. In 

making public the work of the Critical Friends Group, ―…. readers can learn from these 

narratives and reflect upon similar issues that arise in their own practice‖ (Grossman, 

1995, p. 23).  

Narrative authority is also an integral concept relating to teacher knowledge and 

the theoretical framework. Olson (1995) explains how the narrative authority of teacher 

knowledge is developed transactionally. The voice and lived story of each teacher in the 

Group has value and is authentic to his/her school landscape. In the construct of the 

Critical Friends Group, teachers are working together building and creating a common 

knowledge base. In developing their narrative authority, teachers become leaders on the 

campus and better teachers. Barth (2001) supports this outlook purporting that ―teachers 

who become leaders experience personal and professional satisfaction, a reduction in 



34 

 

 

isolation, a sense of instrumentality, and new learnings – all of which spill over into their 

teaching‖ (p. 443). The outcome in education is the creation of better learning 

environments for student learning through teacher knowledge.  

 

Situating the Work within the Knowledge Community Literature 

Greene (1978) acknowledged ―…we need to think about what John Dewey called 

―the Great Community.‖ ―Dewey knew well the strength of the forces that work against 

effective inquiry into the taken-for granted.‖ (p. 144) This ―great community‖ does not 

always support the work of small groups and powerful leaders, as its job is to maintain 

and go with tradition. In educational literature, there are different types of communities 

and as many different definitions for communities. Borko (2004) points out that ―research 

on teacher learning communities typically explores features of professional development 

programs such as the establishment and maintenance of communication norms and trust, 

as well as the collaborative interactions that occur when groups of teachers work together 

to examine and improve their practice‖ (p. 6). I am going to focus my work around this 

type of community and use current research help to define a knowledge community, as 

well as the characteristics of said community, to be able to know one when encountered.  

Even though ―no two professional learning communities are the same; [that] each 

is unique, generating its own path of development and finding its own ways to build 

community identities and to learn from other communities‖ (Lieberman and Miller, 2008, 

p. 9), as researchers we can learn about the communities‘ characteristics and use their 

experiences to learn from and inform our practice. While teachers can learn from outside 

knowledge, Lieberman and Miller (2008) state, ―In professional learning communities, 
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teachers develop the capacity to become self-conscious knowledge workers – that is, 

people who generate and manipulate knowledge‖ (p. 20). It is in becoming self-conscious 

learners, or reflective in our practice, especially in community that the authentic learning 

of teachers can happen. Beck, Kosnik, and Cleovoulou (2008) report, ―without teacher 

leaders who deliberately cross boundaries, teachers tend to work in isolation rather than 

as a community‖ (p. 80). I found my Critical Friends Group members and myself willing 

to cross boundaries and learn in community. 

Barth (2001) highlights a common mantra of teachers at Eagle High School, 

―There is simply not enough time to do it all, let alone do it all well‖ (p.445). Therefore, 

the adding of an additional committee or group is usually pushed aside. There are a few 

teachers who truly believe that working together will make a difference in urban schools. 

Teachers are typically put together to work on a committee, to group children by grade or 

ability, or to fulfill some policy mandate. There are many teachers looking for ways to go 

beyond these policy commitments and make grass root changes in education. Borko 

(2004) states that ―…research that explores how teachers learn through participation in 

professional development communities reveals that records of classroom practice are 

powerful tools for facilitating teacher change‖ (p. 7). Lieberman and Miller (2008) go 

further:  

Communities of practice are about much more than what works in terms of 

technical skills and knowledge; they are about what matters in terms of shared 

experiences. And learning is not about what happens in people‘s heads; it is about 

what happens in their relationships and conversations with others who are 

engaged in common work. (p. 16)  
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Barth (1990) envisioned a school where teachers talked with one another about 

their practice, observed one another, engaged in teaching and learning activities, and 

shared their teaching and instructional strategies with one another in order to become 

more skillful teachers. ―Teachers want to be part of a collegial culture, but they do not 

want to lose the individuality…‖ (Lieberman and Miller, 1999, p. 20). Lieberman and 

Miller (2008) continue, asserting that ―teachers who are members of learning 

communities develop the capacity to extend their ideas of what a teacher can do beyond 

the usual boundaries of the classroom‖ (p. 26). In these communities, teachers start to 

―develop new ways of talking and thinking. They learn to move from congenial to 

collegial conversation and to take part in honest talk.‖ (p. 18) As Greene (1978) clarifies, 

―A conversation must be launched within communities…‖ (p.78). It is within these 

‗collegial communities‘ that honest conversations about teaching and learning can take 

place. 

 The notion that teachers have knowledge communities, in which they negotiate 

the meaning of their experiences, shows how personal meaning becomes public and 

shared (Craig, 1995a, 1995b). Lieberman and Miller (2008) believe that ―…context 

matters. It influences how communities emerge and develop, how they form 

commitments, build capacity, and deal with issues of content and process‖ (p. 9). Eagle 

High School‘s historical context or its school story (Clandinin and Connelly, 1996) 

influenced the process or journey the knowledge community would forge. This 

conception of knowledge communities melds with the Critical Friends work and the 

professional learning community work I have experienced in the past through my large, 
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urban, school reform work at Eagle. Craig (2007) outlines knowledge communities 

having the following characteristics:  

Nine qualities of knowledge communities: knowledge communities begin with 

originating events; knowledge communities enable teachers‘ intra/inter-school 

dialogue; knowledge communities evolve and change; knowledge communities 

cohere around teachers‘ storying/restorying of experience; knowledge 

communities fuel ongoing reflection in community; knowledge communities 

develop shared ways of knowing; knowledge communities feature reciprocity of 

members‘ responses; and knowledge communities bring moral horizons into 

view. (p. 9) 

These qualities will be used to highlight how Critical Friends Groups, especially the 

group at Eagle High School, were knowledge communities. In addition, using Craig‘s 

nine qualities in illuminating the critical friends group as a knowledge community, it will 

also bring to the forefront the positive attributes of teachers in community reflecting on 

their practice. Craig (2007) stated,  

In knowledge communities, teachers not only use knowledge but also create new 

knowledge. They pinpoint new ideas they have learned through their associations 

and conversations with others. Teachers often explain to themselves and other 

members of their knowledge communities how they have taken new learning back 

to their classrooms and school contexts and how they have ―made it their own‖ 

through processes of reflection. (p. 7)  

The process of making the knowledge their own helps teachers in numerous ways. Craig 

(2007) states, ―The efficacy of individuals, along with the power of small groups to 
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inspire and influence change, becomes readily apparent to others‖ (p. 8). It is this ability 

to inspire and influence change which helps in continuing the work. In working together 

Argyris (1991) points out, ―They are not just solving problems but developing a far 

deeper and more textured understanding of their role as members of the organization. 

They are laying the groundwork for continuous improvement that is truly continuous. 

They are learning how to learn‖ (p.110). 

Lieberman and Miller (2008) discovered there are: 

…some fault lines of professional communities… [they] include the fault lines 

between voluntary and nonvoluntary membership, between community and 

pseudo-community, between congeniality and collegiality, between process and 

content, between and across subject matters, between and knowledge work and 

practical work, and between and across group and professional identities. (p. 31) 

In observing and researching Critical Friends groups, and in particular the group at Eagle 

High School, through the lens of knowledge communities, there are stages of 

development and transition. As Grossman, Wineberg, and Woolworth's (2001) analysis 

point out, some communities of practice are not knowledge communities but work in 

―pseudocommunity.‖  

There are many tensions on the educational landscape that practitioners working 

in a knowledge community will bump up against in their work. Lieberman and Miller 

(2008) explain, ―professional learning communities have to figure out how to hold onto 

control of the content agendas in the face of pressure to become what they most eschew: 

an administrative quick fix to the problems of schooling‖ (p. 33). In addition, Bambino 

(2008) also writes ―sustaining the work is always a challenge; figuring out what it means 
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for teachers who have been silenced in the past, often for their entire careers, to 

collaborate and come up with their own solutions, is a challenge.‖ When a group of 

teachers moves beyond a collection of people, or a pseudocommunity, and work as a 

functioning knowledge community as described by Craig‘s nine qualities, many 

researchers discovered benefits to teaching and learning. Lieberman and Miller (2008) 

reported, ―The greatest gains in student achievement, according to McLaughlin and 

Talbert (2001), occur in strong teacher communities that focus on promoting teacher 

learning and connect it to student learning‖ (p. 23). Little (1999) wrote ―…the 

significance of vigorous professional communities within the school, successfully 

establishing links to student achievement‖ (p. 254) and Beck, Kosnik, and Cleovoulou 

(2008) reflected ―the teachers believed that having a professional community was very 

important for the success of the school‖ (p. 77). In addition, Borko (2004) concluded 

―…that professional learning communities were central to fostering teacher change and 

student learning‖ (p.6). As these researchers point out, the integration of professional 

communities or knowledge communities can foster change on the educational landscape. 

 

Situating the Work within Teacher Inquiry and Knowledge Construction 

A report by the National Association of Secondary School Principals (1996), 

Breaking Ranks: Changing an American Institution, acknowledged that there was a 

problem with the current professional development, especially in light of the initiatives 

for school improvement. The report declared: 

We saw little by way of staff development that appeared up to the challenges 

ahead. Most staff development we found was fragmented and piecemeal, 
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identified and delivered by persons distant from the classroom, and with little, if 

any, explicit connection to strengthening academic instruction. (p. 64) 

In exploring the prescriptive, fragmented, lecture-style training methods of staff 

development, one characteristic that was apparent in the school organization was its 

hierarchical structure. However, when the hierarchy programs were mandated, this 

became a significant factor in their failure. One of the reasons teachers rejected new 

knowledge and skills were that these skills were imposed upon them (Hargreaves, 1995; 

Craig, 2001). Barth (1990) agreed that forced in-service insulted competent teachers and 

that those who were not as good were unaffected by it anyhow. Predetermined and 

scripted staff development was the least effective approach. Barth (1990) writes, ―I began 

to realize that I was engaging not in staff development, but in promoting institutional 

compliance…not in the personal and professional growth of teachers but in, at best, ‗in-

service training‘‖ (p. 57). Collinson and Cook (2002) observed, ―Despite its position as a 

linchpin between individual and organizational learning, surprisingly little is known 

about dissemination; that is, what teachers share, why they share it, or how and when 

they share knowledge about teaching and learning‖ (p.1). Yet, Merowicz has worked on 

defining the difference between organizational learning and transformational learning. 

Transformational learning theory is ―constructivist, an orientation which holds 

that the way learners interpret and reinterpret their sense experience, is central to making 

meaning and hence learning‖ (Mezirow, 1994, p. 222). Connelly and Clandinin (2005) 

point out the importance of experience, ―Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as 

story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience‖ (p. 477). 

Experiences in community, which are collaborative and reflective, help adult learners 
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become critical of their practice and grow in teaching and learning. The learners become 

more open to learning from each other, which also open space for making teaching 

public.  

Overall, it seems the purpose of professional development is to increase or 

strengthen the knowledge and skills of teachers. The one-shot typical in-service 

professional development has come under fire in Eagle High School‘s plan to help 

teachers succeed in meeting the state‘s high-stakes testing agenda. The five problems 

with staff development that Hargreaves (1995) identified as contributing to why teachers 

reject the knowledge and skills provided in programs may also have contributed to the 

unrest at Eagle High School. He (1995) writes, ―Knowledge and skills may be rejected 

when: 

1) they are imposed; 

2) they are encountered in the context of multiple, contradictory, and 

overwhelming innovations; 

3) most teachers, other than those selected for design teams, have been excluded 

from their development; 

4) they are packaged in off-site courses or one-shot workshops that are alien to 

purposes and contexts of teachers‘ work; and 

5) teachers experience them alone and are afraid of being criticized by colleagues 

or of being seen as elevating themselves on pedestals above them‖ (p. 13). 

In response to these criticisms of traditional staff development approaches being 

implemented in the region, CSR proposed and began supporting a different professional 

development approach. Teacher development, thorough collaboration and reflection, 
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rather than the traditional staff development, administrator lead and mandated approach, 

was being implemented. The staff development approach was one in which teachers 

examined their own practice and that of their peers, rather than merely being passive 

recipients of scripted or fragmented structured workshops. ―An inquiry stance actually 

becomes a professional positioning, owned by the teacher, where questioning one‘s own 

practice becomes part of the teacher‘s work and eventually a part of the teaching culture‖ 

(Dana, et al., 2005). This new approach was well received and was quickly integrated 

into the lives of teachers at Eagle High School. 

The difficult task of creating an environment that was both conducive to teachers 

and safe to examine their own practice was not going to be easy. Barone (personal 

communication, November 28, 2005) observed: 

In order to create the environment where teachers will expose their own 

vulnerabilities and questions they have about their own practices to their peers, 

it‘s essential to create the kind of trusting and supporting environment that will 

allow that kind of disclosure and de-privatization of practice. 

Barone (2001) acknowledges that ―We do indeed long for closure to the important issues, 

for resolution to events. For answers to nettlesome questions that plague our lives…We 

need ‗valid knowledge‘‖ (p.24). 

Borko (2004) states: 

For teachers, learning occurs in many different aspects of practice, including in 

their classrooms, their school communities, and professional development courses 

or workshops. It can occur in a brief hallway conversation with a colleague, or 

after school when counseling a troubled child. (p.4) 
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In acknowledging that teacher learning can occur in a multitude of milieus, 

teacher inquiry can be seen as a viable alternative to professional development beyond 

the traditional one-shot workshop compliance administrative top down approach to 

teacher learning. Elliot (1988) describes teacher inquiry as: 

a continual set of spirals consisting of reflection and action. Each spiral involves: 

1. Clarifying and diagnosing a practical situation that needs to be improved or a 

practical problem that needs to be resolved. 2. Formulating action-strategies to 

improve the situation or resolve the problem. 3. Implementing the action 

strategies and evaluating their effectiveness. 4. Clarifying the situation resulting in 

new definitions of the problems or of areas for improvement, and so on to the next 

spiral of reflection and action. (p. 163) 

Teacher inquiry is being used in many educational landscapes, and researchers 

have observed different approaches to inquiry including ―teacher action research projects, 

teachers engaging in book study groups, teachers adopting the National School Reform 

Faculty‘s critical friends protocols where inquiry becomes structured professional 

conversation, and lesson study‖ (Dana, et al. 2005). The teacher inquiry approach that 

this researcher has observed and participated in is the National School Reform Faculty‘s 

(NSRF) approach using critical friend‘s protocols and structured professional 

conversations. Eagle High School, through the CSR grant, trained coaches in the new 

approach and these coaches facilitated numerous groups on the campus. 

 

Situating the work in the Critical Friends Group Literature 

Bloom (1999) writes: 
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At a time when public city school teachers are under fire, concerned teachers are 

quietly and persistently improving their own skills and those of their peers. One 

successful method is the Critical Friends Group (CFG), which brings together 

small groups of teachers in a school to help each other examine their own 

classroom practices and make changes in them. (The word 'critical' is meant to 

suggest an analytical frame of mind rather than a negative one) their practice. (p. 

6) 

The public education system has been bombarded with mandates from policy makers on 

all levels of government. The victims of this ―war‖ on education, the students and 

teachers, are left administrating triage. Students are coming to school with more problems 

than many teachers can imagine. Some teachers ―may be more overwhelmed by the 

problems that their students bring to work, making it more difficult for them to 

successfully engage with normal dilemmas of pedagogy‖ (Louis, Kruse, & Associates, 

1995, p.6). While other teachers are fighting to meet the needs of their urban public 

school students and are starting with taking charge of their own learning. 

Tim Hoodman, a new world history teacher, was mandated to attend the school‘s 

mentoring program. Tim, a Caucasian male in his late 50s, retired from the military and 

involved in an alternative certification program, felt his teaching was spiraling out of 

control per our conversations in the hall. The story of Tim was one of working with a 

group of people in the military, pulling on each other‘s strengths to meet challenges head 

on. He was a pilot in the military where being in control all the time is the only option. 

The story Tim told was that of an unsure teacher, questioning everything he did, which 

further influenced his students‘ performance and his satisfaction. I remember the first 
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CFG meeting he attended; the meeting started with a simple icebreaker, Connections. The 

new teachers were hesitant to open up to the group, at first but Tim broke the ice. He 

talked about his last class and the problems he was experiencing with discipline. As he 

finished his story, he looked to me, asking, ―What should I do?‖ I paused and then turned 

the question back on Tim, albeit in a different form: ―What do you think you could 

change or do differently?‖ He reflected on it, offered some ideas, and then asked his 

peers what they thought. The conversation continued, and ideas abound. His first 

experience showed him possible answers were in the room if only we worked together. 

As Cushman (1997) discovered, ―Through Critical Friends Groups, cross-school study 

groups, and collaborations with university partners on classroom-based research, they 

[teachers] are starting to make decisions based on their own questions and hard evidence 

about what works best for students‖ (p. 8). Lieberman and Miller (2008) found ―In 

professional learning communities … that the best practices are in here [teacher‘s mind]; 

they can be uncovered by mining the knowledge inside‖ (p. 22) and by our own narrative 

authority. As Conle (2006) points out ―Our stories are constructed through dialogue, not 

only with ourselves, but with our colleagues‖ (p. 2) and in constructing these stories, Tim 

Hoodman discovered his willingness to have ‗honest talk‘ with a group of colleagues, 

could change his practice.  

Craig and Huber (2006) write ―Michael Connelly and Jean Clandinin were drawn 

to attend to the collaborative processes they engaged in as they lived in schools and 

alongside teachers in classrooms‖ p. (267). I found as I have worked in the NSRF‘s 

critical friends processes and work collaboratively with the group that I, too, have learned 

to value the strengths and personal knowledge of each member. In addition, Patton 
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(2002) states, ―A researcher who has lived in a community for an extensive period of 

time will likely have insights into why things happen as they do there‖ (p. 479). My 

insights as researcher and participant provide a rich and layered picture to the inner 

workings of the knowledge community at Eagle High School. It is in the dichotomy of a 

teacher that I face every day, that I understand Craig‘s (1997) statement, ―As a teacher, I 

live in two places on the professional knowledge landscape: my classroom, where I meet 

students face-to-face, and places outside my classroom, where I meet all those things 

expected of me‖ (p.23). I found in my Critical Friends experiences, a place where my 

work with students and the professional learning that is expected of me, meet in a 

symbiotic relationship. 

Bloom (1999) believes ―Critical Friends Groups offer teachers a voluntary 

opportunity to share and develop professional skills in a unique environment that is both 

structured and informal at the same time.‖ The Critical Friends Group approach starts 

with the building of a safe and trusting environment for its participants. The Critical 

Friends Group facilitator looks to establish norms, which are guidelines, to having a 

structured and productive conversation. Borko (2004) states, ―Norms that promote 

supportive yet challenging conversations about teaching are one of some of the most 

important features of successful learning communities‖ (p.7). Protocols are another part 

of the structured conversations in CFG. Lieberman and Miller (2008) found ―The 

protocols allowed teachers to dig deeply into their own knowledge base as a way to help 

a colleague resolve issues that emerged from practice‖ (p. 22).  

The heart of the Critical Friends Group approach is creating a community of 

teacher learners, who work from a shared set of values and beliefs and who are willing to 
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question those beliefs and assumptions. This approach promotes personal growth in one‘s 

teaching practice through a process with two levels of questioning‘ ending in reflection 

by all participants. Barone (personal communication, November 28, 2005) captured this 

notion: 

So in the development of community we begin very often by exploring the core 

beliefs of the members of that group as well as the assumptions…we encourage 

teachers from the very beginning of our work to uncover, or rediscover … the 

questions of their practice… 

Craig (1995b) reiterates and supports the process by shedding light on these assumptions 

by uncovering the ―cover stories‖ lived by teachers (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; Olson 

& Craig, 2005) and the ―hidden curriculum‖ in schools (Jackson, 1968). Lieberman and 

Miller (2008) cite ―teachers in learning communities eventually learn to go public with 

their teaching‖ (p. 24). The act of making your learning public uncovers the ―cover 

stories‖ and offers transparency in the curriculum. 

The Critical Friends Group core principle of making meaning from shared 

experiences supports the construction of your personal practical knowledge. Yet, as Craig 

(2007) points out, that ―trust grew gradually among people…[as] knowledge of different 

kinds became shared‖ (p.12). In addition Craig (2007) wrote ―As the particular 

knowledge community took shape, different members from schools peopled by highly 

diverse student populations sought to broaden, deepen, and strengthen their community 

of knowing at the same time as they cultivated their individual and collective knowledge‖ 

(p. 24). The combination of members, their educational milieus, their diverse student 
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populations, and their ways of knowing was the foundation to an observable and 

functioning knowledge community. 

The school leadership literature comes from the hierarchical viewpoint of 

education and implementing more control of the teachers and their learning. Their 

perspective on learning communities is different from other research avenues, such as 

creating the structure of a common planning period for teachers, providing time and 

meeting does not create collaboration among teachers. Teachers commonly report that 

during meeting times, ―Before, we‘d often just want to commiserate with each other‖ 

(Wheelock, 2000, p. 3). Models for professional learning communities (DuFour, 1998, 

2004) give assistance in creating organizational structures to provide a time and place on 

campus, as also suggested by Grossman and Wineburg (2000), but the structure is only 

the first step for building a collegial and collaborative knowledge community. The 

elements needed to create a physical place are a start, but the pivotal piece is in the 

creation a safe place for teachers. Wheelock (2000) suggests, ―Collegiality also benefits 

from teachers‘ willingness to take the risk to ‗go public‘ with teaching strategies‖ (p.5). 

Grossman and Wineburg (2000) point out, ―Group members, many of them sour on 

traditional district-mandate staff development, came to see our less-directive and 

somewhat circuitous path as the model for adult learning in the workplace‖ (p. 53). 

Analyzing the characteristics of successful Critical Friends Groups, which are acting as 

knowledge communities, will help others in their quests to go beyond the 

pseudocommunity.  

Reflection is another component to review in the approach of Critical Friends 

Group as a professional development vehicle and its influence on teachers and their 
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practice. Amulya (2004) defines reflection as ―an active process of witnessing one‘s own 

experience in order to take a closer look at it, sometimes to direct attention to it briefly, 

but often to explore it in greater depth‖ (p.1). Schön (1998) suggests that practitioners use 

reflection when they encounter situations that are unique, and when individuals may not 

be able to apply known theories or techniques previously learned through formal 

education. A key piece of the work of a Critical Friends Group is reflection in multiple 

layers: before, during, and after the process. The journal writing, times for silence in 

protocols and group debriefs offer multiple ways for individual to contemplate their 

teaching and learning. ―Designing a practice of reflection means both clarifying the 

purposes it needs to serve and identifying opportunities to locate reflection in our work 

that are realistic and yet occur at the right intervals and with sufficient depth to be 

meaningful‖ (Amulya, 2004, p. 2). The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society (2006) 

states, ―…groups and communities can engage in practices that support reflection in a 

group process.‖ Reflection and collaboration work together in the formation of the 

Critical Friends Group and in meeting the characteristics of a knowledge community.  

The Southwest Educational Development Laboratory (1994) points out, ―training 

and development should be long-term and continuing over time in order to respond to 

teachers‘ needs…the answer is the facilitative leader‖ (p. 5). At the core of Critical 

Friends Group work is the concept of a Critical Friends Coach who acts as the facilitator. 

This position is not hierarchical and does not come with any power over the group; 

rather, as the name indicates, the position is created as more of a ―train the trainer‖ 

model. One person goes through the CFG week-long training session and learns skills, 

processes, philosophies and protocols to begin the hard work of creating a functioning 
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group that builds trust, common language, vision, and an atmosphere of learning over a 

period of time. Leadership in community means working to transform a school culture, 

one knowledge community at a time. 

Over 19 years ago as a first-year teacher, I grasped at any opportunity to pursue 

professional development. I was eager to learn and implement everything and anything to 

become a better teacher for my students. The problem I quickly ran into was either the 

workshop did not apply to my content area, the needed equipment or supplies were not 

available on my campus, or administrative support for the endeavor was not present. The 

constant banging of my head against the wall led me to the same conclusion that many of 

my colleagues had already had: ―quit banging your head and stop wasting your time 

going to all the workshops: nothing is going to change anyway.‖ McQueen (2001) 

illustrates this point, ―Schools across the nation desperately need meaningful and 

productive staff-development practices.‖ Eagle High School was part of a peer review 

sponsored by a large corporation and its description coincided with McQueen‘s 

description: ―So many staff-development programs include workshops, conferences, and 

training sessions given out of context, with little practical information or practice, and 

with no follow-up.‖ To begin to change the cycle of non-productive teacher training, 

McQueen suggests that ―Teachers need opportunities to learn, question, debate, practice, 

evaluate, practice again, and evaluate again before teaching strategies can be successfully 

implemented in the classroom.‖ 

On the horizon for many members of the Eagle High School campus was an 

opportunity that first was developed at The Annenberg Institute for School Reform at 

Brown University. It is currently estimated that ―35,000 teachers, principals, and college 
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professors in over 1,500 school‖ (anonymous #1) use the Critical Friends approach for 

collegial dialogue. The approach was originally developed using three modes for 

reflection. There were three areas protocols were developed for: (1) peer observations; 

(2) tuning a teaching artifact using the Tuning process; (3) consulting about an issue 

using the Consultancy process. These three areas, observation, teaching, and learning are 

the mainstays for Critical Friends Groups, although the number and variety of protocols 

has changed tremendously since its inception.  

According to (anonymous #1) ―the basic format for collegial dialogue is the same 

for each protocol: Facilitator overview; presentation of observations; work or issue; 

clarification questions; feedback/discussion by participants; presenter reflection; 

debriefing of the process.‖ This format allowed the presenter and the participants to go 

through a process very similar to those outlined in current action research inquiries. This 

new way of approaching teaching and learning sparked great interest in my principal and 

as soon by me. 

In 1998 with the acquisition of the reform grant and the assurance from my 

principal that this was not the same kind of training I was accustomed to, I agreed to 

attend a Critical Friends Group coach‘s workshop. The 6-day preparation was held at a 

local university campus, and the atmosphere was different from the beginning. Teachers 

from across the city came together for a common cause to increase student learning by 

making their own practice better. What is a critical friendship? Critical friendship 

practices include ―a trusted person [who] asks proactive questions, provides data to be 

examined though another lens, offers critique of a person‘s work as a friend‖ (Costa & 

Kallick, 1993). Cushman (1998) states: 
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When teachers regularly get honest, supportive feedback from valued peers, not 

only does their own practice benefit, but student achievement goes up too. Across 

the country, Essential schools and Centers are finding ways to make and sustain 

these vital ―critical friendships. That dynamic of ―critical friendship‖ – a term 

introduced in the late 1980s by those who devised CES‘s ‗Trek‖ as a school 

change experience – has been building in Houston as it has elsewhere in the 

country over the last several years. (p. 6) 

I, like many of my colleagues, am continually complaining, ―I do not have enough 

time.‖ Teachers in my school have found their planning time reduced from 90 minutes to 

50 minutes a day. This reduction has also influenced other aspects of school life. Critical 

Friends Group meetings have become difficult to maneuver because what was once done 

during planning has now been moved to after school. Another dimension is that group 

planning was introduced during the school day for the core teachers. This change has 

alleviated the need for outside collaboration for many of the core teachers, who were part 

of Critical Friends Groups on campus. Also, I have additional commitments to after 

school tutoring, club sponsorships, department chair duties, and my doctoral program, 

which has put time at a premium. Even with these changes, I still see the importance of 

the work to find time to collaborate with my peers because it is invaluable to my teaching 

and learning. McEntee (in Louth, 1995) asks and answers the following questions about 

collaboration: 

Why is collaboration valuable? Because it sustains teachers professionally, creates 

a sense of community among teachers, offers another set of ―eyes‖ on practice 
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and planning, provides a catalyst for growth and learning, promotes the recursive 

process of observation / listening / reflection, and keeps the focus on kids.  

He also highlights the needed structure: 

How does it happen? By mutual agreement with trusted colleagues, using a 

protocol, and through the building of collegial dialogue. Under what 

circumstances might it occur? When all involved agree to be peer learners, when 

teachers find something to share in their own practice, and when school structures 

support changing practice.  

He continues to describe what will happen without collaboration: 

And what happens without collaboration? Without it, teachers all over the country 

often teach for twenty years or more in isolation. Without it, we may be losing a 

rich crop of thoughtful newcomers. (p. 35) 

In a conversation at the end of the school year, Tim Hoodman confessed after his first 

year teaching, ―If it hadn‘t been for you and the group, I am not sure I would have made 

it this year.‖ He found a place where even though it was his first year teaching, he was 

not seen as an empty vessel to be filled. His experiences and background were seen as a 

benefit and valuable asset to his practice. His narrative authority and personal practical 

experiences were honored in his knowledge community. Koo points out a ―Critical 

Friend speaks from the heart and is reflective‖ (p.5). The influence of his Critical Friends 

Group also reached into his home life. Tim‘s wife, a veteran elementary school teacher, 

stopped me at a football game to thank me for giving him hope and the support to 

succeed in the classroom. 



54 

 

 

The experiences of Tim Hoodman are not isolated to this one campus or one 

region of the country. A research study conducted by Dunne and Honts (1998) advocated 

for a new paradigm in professional development activities. From their research of 

different Critical Friends Groups over a three-year period, they described common 

characteristics among those Critical Friends Groups. One characteristic was uninterrupted 

time for collegiality, the second was reflective practice and the third was time for critical 

thinking. Hole (1995) states, ―Collegiality is one of the key words in the current literature 

on school reform…Unfortunately, there is a huge gap between knowing what is 

important and actually working together in a collegial manner‖ (p.16). To whom would 

this be important, could be used as a follow-up question. The campus administration, 

district administration, state and national educational bodies many times make political, 

academic, and financial decisions that impact the classrooms with no input from the 

teachers implementing those directives. ―Staff development is the cornerstone of building 

a culture of quality...Because it is ultimately a way of thinking, good staff development 

can only be purchased with respect for what teachers can accomplish together‖ advocates 

Berger (1996, p. 45). Currently on my campus, the school culture seems to be one of 

distrust of what is going on core group planning time. The groups are mandated and 

content closely monitored. A safe place to take risks with your learning was never 

developed and, therefore, the collaboration and reflection is robotic and at the surface 

level. Gordon (in Hirsch, 2004) refers to ―using critical friends to assist schools in 

developing readiness for change‖ (p.1). In approaching the Critical Friends Group from 

merely an administratively time and space structure, the groups illustrated examples of 



55 

 

 

congenial rather than collegial conversations and highlighted pseudocommunity rather 

than knowledge community.  

The potential for gaining a deeper understanding of teaching and learning with the 

implementation of the Critical Friends Group approach of looking at student and teacher 

work is being researched. Warren Little, Gearhart, Curry and Kafka (2003) report:  

We have recently completed a two-year study that responds directly to this 

growing interest in looking at student work. In reviewing published descriptions 

and studies, we discovered a wide range of purposes and practices subsumed 

under the broad descriptive term looking at student work. The good news for 

advocates of these practices is that there is emerging evidence that some versions 

of looking at student work yield benefits for teaching and learning. (p. 186) 

Baron (2005) states, ―And there is a preponderance of evidence that shows not 

only does it impact student achievement, but it has a profound impact on the sense of 

teachers‘ efficacy and satisfaction with their jobs: the sense of belonging to a professional 

learning community has a profound impact on teacher retention as well as student 

achievement‖ (p. 22). He continues, ―And Critical Friends Groups clearly provide a 

vehicle for teachers to do significant work, to have authorship over their teaching and 

their students‘ learning‖ (p. 24). 

Educational consultants are making a very good living in today‘s educational 

landscape. Schools are desperate for quick fix solutions, and the outside experts are 

promising answers that make teachers, who themselves are experts, subservient to them 

and their proposals. Cushman (1998) concludes, ―This [Critical Friends Groups] contrasts 

directly with traditional methods of both research and professional development, in which 
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outside experts arrive at school to examine their innards and inject them with whatever 

ready-made remedies they think best. Baron (2005) reports, ―…reflective comments from 

the participants … demonstrate that there are thirty-year veterans who recognize for the 

first time in their careers not only do they need change, but also how to change to benefit 

the learner of today‖ (p. 27).  

The diversity of the participants in a Critical Friends Group promotes looking at 

student learning from different perspectives and using a variety of lens. Horton (1991) 

states, ―I was struck with that because it never occurred to me that I could get help from 

people, except from the people who were involved in exactly the same thing I was 

involved in‖ (p. 46). One of the strengths of the Critical Friends Group approach is the 

collaboration of many types of people from all areas of the educational system to create 

new knowledge. It is this group of diverse people that which gives the power to a 

professional learning community. The creation of knowledge through Critical Friends 

Groups is one of personal growth with a touch of political empowerment. It is through 

empowerment of the individual that the group increases their understanding of one. 

Horton reflects, ―You can get all your ideas across just by asking questions and at the 

same time you help people grow and not form a dependency on you. To me it‘s just a 

more successful way of getting ideas across‖ (p. 147). Therefore, the competence, which 

the facilitators have, should not lead to their becoming prescriptive or having directives. 

The facilitators should participate with the group in a problem or dilemma, yet they 

should not create the path: they should negotiate and help navigate it. In today‘s high 

stakes accountability system, many educators are looking for the answer instead of 

investigating and inquiring into the questions of societal and pedagogical significance. 
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Critical Friends Groups help with the navigation in meeting the needs of our diverse 

learners knowing ―changing practice is hard work and the teachers needed the support of 

the group‖ (Mitchell & Mitchell, 2008, p.9). As an art teacher looking out in my sixth 

period classroom, I understand the definition of diverse learner. The 33 students are 

labeled as follows: six special education resource level, one special education partially 

self-contained, seven English as Second Language learners, two advanced placement 

level students. This translates into 50% of my students labeled in addition to the at-risk 

label at an economically disadvantaged Title 1 school. I have to decide as a teacher 

whether I am going to teach my content at the students or whether am I going to help 

each one learn the curriculum. I have accomplished this experience with the help of my 

colleagues in collaboration and reflection.  

Hole (1995) illustrates the change that was taking place with his elementary 

students by using this quote: 

Look, Bubber had this decision to make. He really wanted to be like the other 

lemmings. He wanted to fit in. But if he did, he knew he would end up jumping 

off the cliff and die. His other choice was to stop being a lemming, at least 

mentally. Then he could live, but he didn‘t know what he would be. It‘s sort of 

like you are walking down a road and it splits in two. You have to consider the 

consequences before you decide which road to go down. (p. 18)  

I am trying not to be a lemming as Hole describes, and I have come to know teaching in 

today‘s schools can be difficult. The intensity of the high stakes accountability system 

has district and school personnel micromanaging teaching through observation checklists 

and scripted lessons. Working in a high minority, low-socioeconomic school, I can see 
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the slippery slope in front of me. Therefore, I must seek out a place where I can expose 

my teaching practices and expand my learning with minimal personal risk. Craig (2003) 

explains, ―the idea of teachers‘ knowledge communities as the safe places within which 

teachers negotiate meaning for their stories of experience on their professional 

knowledge landscapes‖ (p. 397). Costa and Kallick (1993) agree that ―critical friendships 

begin by building trust‖ (p. 49). Brown (2001) points out, ―Teacher-directed study groups 

are designed to help teachers address the disparities between what they want to see in 

their classrooms and their present realities.‖ The melding of knowledge communities, 

critical friendships and the tensions in teaching provide a fertile ground for critical 

friendships. 

Baron (2005) describes the current education situation as ―much of our work is in 

schools with children in poverty, and one of the things I‘ve found as a common 

denominator of folks who live in poverty is a sense that they have lost control over their 

own destiny: that they have little opportunity to really influence their own future‖ (p. 20). 

Baron continues, ―we often find the same, what I might call a ‗poverty mentality,‘ in 

teachers of children in poverty‖ (p. 20). The Critical Friends Groups meetings in schools 

strive to do as Baron points out: ―part of our work is to help empower teachers to have a 

voice in their own professional lives, and beyond‖ (p. 20). The CFG work reflects 

―knowledge community interactions, knowledge as the generative construction of 

meaning rather than knowledge as attribute‖ (Craig, 2003, p. 398).  

Cain (2001) explains collegial behaviors from Judith Warren Little‘s definition, 

―adults in school talk about practice, they observe how one another engage in practice, 

they engage one another in work on curriculum, and they teach one another about 
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teaching, learning, and leading‖ (p. 705). These observable behaviors are foundational 

pieces in the process of moving from congenial to collegial to collaborative and a 

learning community. Little (1999) states ―…that genuine teaching learning communities - 

those with a demonstrable effect on teaching and learning – are those that question and 

challenge teaching routines when they prove ineffective with students and that routinely 

examine new conceptions of subject and teaching‖ (p. 255).  

In addition to the component of collaboration in Critical Friends Groups, 

reflection, as discussed earlier, plays a significant role in the process. Unrath and Norlund 

(2006) state, ―best practices more likely emerge from reflective teachers who view 

pedagogy as a fluid entity with room for continual improvement‖ (p. 1). Cochran-Smith 

and Fries (2001) state, ―teachers‘ skill at reflecting on and learning from their own work‖ 

(p. 9) as part of teacher professionalism. Reflection is centered on the process of inquiry. 

It is this continual process of reflection-in-action (Schön, 1998) that fuels the passion for 

the work teachers, administrators and others are in their Critical Friends Groups. Amulya 

(2004) concludes ―stories and dialogue can be effective technologies for the reflective 

process because they provide cognitively complex and culturally potent systems for 

conveying the way we think about, feel about, and make connections in experience‖ (p. 

3). Some stories are used as the springboards for dialogue, and it is our experiences in 

education (Dewey, 1938) that spark our learning. The notion that knowledge is embedded 

in the experience and to reflect on that experience, and recognize its importance is 

furthering the practice of teachers‘ learning (The Center for Reflective Community 

Practice, 2004). 
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How will you know if you been successful in schools? Alternatively, some might 

ask, how will I know you have been successful in schools, if I do not have a number to 

compare one school to another? Baron (2005) states 

Typically we know we‘ve been successful when kids are creating student work 

that they didn‘t think they were capable of previously. We know we are 

succeeding when the classroom becomes a learning community and students are 

supporting each other‘s learning, when the power dynamic between teacher and 

student changes to one of shared leadership. When teachers take an inquiry stance 

and move out of the expert role the relationship with kids changes dramatically, 

and when teachers see themselves as learners in a community of learners with 

their peers the work becomes invigorating, the work becomes stimulating, and the 

renewal it provides gives an energy to the life of a teacher that typically isn‘t 

present in the traditional system. (p. 26)  

Critical Friends Group work is designed as professional development to create better 

teachers and improve student learning. Hudson (2005) points out: 

teachers and staff members who care about one another, who work collaboratively 

to inquire and reflect on their practice, create an atmosphere that permeates the 

school. The students sense it and come to realize what it means: that the adults 

care enough to provide the best learning experiences possible. (p. 59) 

Clark et al (2004) highlight that characteristics of a successful educational 

program must include collaboration. Teachers who are engaged in life-long learning and 

helping fellow teachers in this act are committed to the students (Hudson, 2005; Cain, 

2001). Borko (2004) took the idea of collaboration one step further and ―argued that we 
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cannot expect teachers to create a community of learners among students if they do not 

have a parallel community to nourish their own growth‖ (p. 7). Mitchell and Mitchell 

(2008) discovered in their research ―perhaps the most important lesson we have learned is 

not to underestimate what both students and teachers are capable of when provided with 

sustained support and stimulation for developing their learning and their independence‖ 

(p. 18).  

According to Schwab (1978), education needs to attend to the four 

commonplaces, teacher, student, curriculum, and milieu. In working in a knowledge 

community, such as Critical Friends groups, the facilitator and the group of teachers meet 

Schwab‘s practical and continue in his tradition of providing support for teaching and 

learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 - Schwab's four commonplaces of curriculum-making 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Introduction 

"For Dewey, education, experience, and life are inextricably intertwined. When 

one asks what it means to study education, the answer - in its most general sense - is to 

study experience‖ (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. xxiii). As Dewey, Clandinin and 

Connelly suggest, who I am, as a teacher and researcher, has developed over time and 

through my everyday professional and life experiences. These experiences then became 

transformed into stories that I told about those experiences, which I restoried and relived 

longitudinally. This is the way the stories of my life as a teacher have also grown and 

changed over time. This is how my narratives of experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990) have been storied and restoried over the course of my 20-year teaching career. In 

contrast to my students who are part of the Internet/wireless generation, I am a product of 

the television era. Television dramas could tell a story with all its intricacies in a 60-

minute time slot. I learned to process the lessons of life through these television 

narratives. It is through the lens of my television experiences that I have come to an 

understanding of experience and storytelling, which is different from my students who 

share 60-second nuggets of their lives via electronic social networking.  

The aim of narrative inquiry is to understand how people, such as the characters 

on television shows or teenagers storying their lives through social media interactions, 

think and act in situated contexts in which they live and experience their stories. 

However, I do not want to simplify the lives and experiences of students and teachers to 

60-minutes or 60-second time slots. Connelly and Clandinin (2005) state, ―in the end, 

narrative inquiry is about life and living‖ (p. 478). Ultimately, it is because of the 
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complex nature of the participants and their experiences that narrative inquiry, and 

specifically the use of story constellations (Craig, 2003) works to illuminate the lives of 

the teachers in a Critical Friends Group at Eagle High School.  

The purpose of the proposed study is to conduct a narrative inquiry of a teacher-

directed professional development approach, Critical Friends Groups, to examine its 

influence on the collaboration among teachers at one high school, and illuminate the 

teachers‘ reflective practices in the construction of their knowledge in context. The 

proposed study will address two research questions: (1) How did the Critical Friends 

Group professional development approach influence collaboration among teachers 

participating from a high school in the local reform movement, and (2) How did these 

teachers use reflective practices in the construction of their personal practical knowledge?  

 

Research Approach 

As a researcher, I am interested in ―broadening, burrowing, and restorying‖ 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) teachers‘ knowledge construction by looking into teachers‘ 

experiences while collaborating in a Critical Friends group. This includes the exploration 

of how the reflective processes in the Critical Friends approach influenced knowledge 

construction. In Critical Friends Groups, the participants go through a process to really 

understand what the problem is with the dilemma, ask questions to delve deeper into the 

dilemma and provide guiding questions which allows the members reflect on the process 

to be able to debrief the dilemma in a way that opens up the space for all perspectives. I 

will demonstrate the process through creating a three-dimensional picture of an incident 

at happened at Eagle High School.  
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A few years ago at Eagle High School, over 150 students walked out of school in 

protest to a house bill. To oversimplify the bill that prompted these reactions from 

students, HR4437 would make it a felony to be in the United States illegally and impose 

new penalties on companies who employ illegal immigrants. The students walked 9 miles 

to an immigration office to bring awareness to the upcoming vote and its implications.  

In using Connelly and Clandinin‘s interpretive methodology, I choose to 

illuminate the more expansive view of the incident through the technique of 

―broadening.‖ The broadening of the student walkout led me to the following 

information. I spoke to Jesse, one of the student leaders in the walkout and asked him to 

explain to me why and why now? "We just decided, hey, it's time for us to stand up for 

our rights and protect our citizenship and our families," he said. "I know that our voice 

was heard today and it will be even stronger tomorrow." There was an additional march 

the next day, and this one was more organized and designed to influence public policy. 

Jesse led the walkout the next day to City Hall in the major urban center; this time 

students from all over the city walked out with Eagle High School students. Politicians at 

City Hall spoke to the students, giving their support for the students‘ activism, but also 

pointed out that an education is a needed part of success and encouraged them to stay in 

school and protest on the weekends and after school. In asking questions and listening to 

Eagle‘s students‘ stories, I was able to go beyond the act of insubordination in walking 

out to presenting a view of an issue of great importance to students such as Jesse.  

Continuing with the steps, I began to burrow deeper into Jesse‘s story. The 

beginning of school is always a little apprehensive even for a well-adjusted of teenagers. 

But what if you had to worry about fitting your six-foot three-inch, 400-pound body into 



65 

 

 

a desk made for a person about half your size? What if the school dress code policy 

requires you to tuck in your shirt, which is the only thing covering your stomach? What if 

your new football uniform was taped to your undershirt just to stay down and your socks 

are taped to your legs to stay up? At school, Jesse had to deal with these physical 

challenges as well as the psychological trauma of being large. 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. Making sure not to draw 

attention, he was quiet and unobtrusive in the classroom. He would not talk to anyone, 

except maybe a couple of teammates. He worked hard and always produced solid ―B‖ 

work. I was empathetic to Jesse, as I was overweight as a teenager and have carried that 

into my adult life. I 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 was uncharacteristically bad, which 

lead 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 stakeholders were feeling the 

effects, especially students like Jesse, the quiet, well-behaved ones who just want a little 
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of your time. Their needs were be trumped by the needs of hurricane refugees and early 

teacher burnout 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. I was busy, 

but Jesse lingered. I went to make photocopies, and when I returned, he was still waiting 

for me at my desk, sitting in my chair. I was thinking, ―I have so much to do before 

exams next week I 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 discuss something serious. 

I queried, ―Jesse, what are you doing over the holidays?‖ 

He responded with an answer I was unprepared for: ―I am getting gastric bypass 

surgery.‖ 

We talked about the surgery. We talked, well mostly, he talked, and I nodded in 

agreement about how hard it is growing up fat or, to be politically correct, overweight. I 

listened and offered little by way of 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 all-liquid diet.  

Everything seemed to be going well until Jesse passed out at school. 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.  
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After broadening and burrowing into the varying artifacts, observations and 

conversational interviews as a researcher, you begin to restory the experience. The 

additional experience of delving broader and deeper paint the story in full-color. Taking 

the additional steps to broaden and burrow provide the reader with a more complete 

picture.  

Jesse recovered beautifully; pounds melted off. He tried to belt his pants up, but 

all they did was fall down—and not due to a popular fashion trend. He had to give in and 

buy some new clothes. Week after week, as the pounds came off, his confidence level 

grew. Jesse began to talk in class. I 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 at me from ear to ear most days. 

Spring break came, and I vacationed in Turkey. Upon my return, Jesse wanted to 

hear about my travels and the Turkish culture and to see photos of a world he had yet to 

explore. Our relationship had moved beyond discussions of weight issues to personal 

choices and making hard decisions that affect your life.  

After the walkout, Twanda, a classmate, asked Jesse about the student march to 

the immigration 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.‖ I 

could do nothing but laugh. When Twanda made this statement, Jesse had already lost 

125 pounds. She had not even noticed.  

I think this speaks volumes to how well Jesse had done at fading into his 

surroundings. Some students had not even noticed a quiet 400-pound student everyday in 

their class, yet now they see him at a more self-confident, 275 pound classmate. Jesse 
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was given a chance at reinventing himself both through the surgery and his social 

activism. The complex interweaving of the two events, peppered with interactions with 

others, can be seen as a ―perfect storm‖ in Jesse‘s personal journey as a student and 

young adult.  

Later, Jesse commented on his transformation.  He observed: ―I see myself as a 

whole different person, someone that I want to get to know more and I want others to get 

to know, also.‖ 

The implication of this narrative exemplar of experience for me as a teacher is to 

remember the need to reach and get to know all of my students. The students who are 

doing well academically, 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 persona is to work at getting to 

know them beyond the surface—beyond their carefully construed and protectively 

guarded cover stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995; Olson & Craig, 2005). 

Jesse was able to break out of his shell, shed his fear of being noticed, and 

become a leader in his school context and in his community. 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 maintain your leadership 
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while facing the consequences of your actions makes you not only brave – but also a hero 

in more ways than one. 

The choice of narrative inquiry to pursue this avenue of study as a methodology is 

supported by the role of story in knowledge construction—Jesse‘s, of course, but mine as 

a teacher as well. In describing the role of story in teacher knowledge construction, Elbaz 

(1991) writes, ―story is the very stuff of teaching, the landscape within which we live as 

teachers and researchers, and within which the work of teachers can be seen as making 

sense‖ (p.3). Connelly and Clandinin (2006) state ―narrative inquiry as a methodology 

entails a view of the phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a 

particular view of experience…‖ (p. 375). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) also write, 

―Experience happens narratively. Narrative inquiry is a form of narrative experience. 

Therefore, educational experience should be studied narratively.‖ (p.19) As Clandinin 

and Connelly (2000) continue to explain narrative inquiry they state: 

It is collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a 

place or series of places, and in social interaction with milieus. An inquirer 

enters this matrix in the midst and progresses in the same spirit, 

concluding the inquiry in the midst of living and telling, reliving and 

retelling, the stories of the experiences that make up people‘s lives, both 

individual and social. (p. 20)  

It is in narrative that the stories of researcher and participant experiences in the Critical 

Friends Group will illustrate the collaboration and reflection in knowledge construction. 

Connelly and Clandinin (2005) point out that there are ―three commonplaces of 

narrative inquiry – temporality, sociality, and place‖ (p.479). In Deweyan terms, 
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temporality is the past-present-future continuum; sociality equates with interaction; a 

synonym for place is context; according to Connelly & Clandinin, ―what makes a 

narrative inquiry is the simultaneous exploration of all three‖ (Connelly & Clandinin, 

2005, p. 479). Clandinin, Pushor, and Murray Orr (2007) state, ―Connelly and Clandinin 

borrowed the notion of commonplaces from Schwab‘s (1978) writing on curriculum to 

sort through and clarify the distinct qualities of narrative inquiry‖ (p. 22). For Schwab, 

the commonplaces of teacher, student, subject matter and milieu were necessary 

ingredients for curriculum making situations. For Connelly and Clandinin (2004), the 

commonplaces of temporality, sociality, and place are necessary for an investigation to be 

a narrative inquiry.  

Focusing on the three commonplaces in narrative inquiry, Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) are interested in how experience is temporal. They articulate, ―we are therefore 

not only concerned with life as it is experienced in the here and now but also with life as 

it is experiences on a continuum–people‘s lives, institutional lives, lives of things‖ (p. 

19). The second commonplace is sociality to which refers to our work in relation to 

others and their experiences. Connelly and Clandinin (2005) state [in narrative], 

―inquirers are always in an inquiry relationship with participants‘ lives‖ (p. 480). The 

third commonplace is place, the milieu in which the experiences take place. As the 

researcher, it is my responsibility in the study to be able to illustrate the narrative space in 

three dimensions. As an art teacher, when I teach about three-dimensional art, I am 

talking about creating depth in an artwork. When Clandinin and Connelly (2000) discuss 

three-dimensional narrative space, they define it as ―… [a] framework [which] allows our 

inquiries to travel – inward, outward, backward, forward, and situated in place‖ (p.49). 
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The Clandinin and Connelly framework is more specific in the process which depth is 

created in a narrative space. The depth is created and attended to because of the complex 

dimensions in research. Clandinin, Pushor, and Murray Orr (2007) share, ―…narrative 

inquiry is a kind of inquiry that requires particular kinds of wakefulness‖ (p.21). In this 

research, I worked to create a textured picture with depth or a narrative with three-

dimensional space utilizing the framework outlined by Clandinin and Connelly in their 

narrative inquiries.  

Story constellations (Craig, 2003) are a version of narrative inquiry (Clandinin & 

Connelly 2000) that I will use in this study. This adaptation, as Craig (2003) points out, is 

―a multi-faced approach that takes into account multiple clusters of stories and many 

versions of stories narrated by a multitude of tellers‖ (p. 31). There are three main ideas 

to the concept of story constellations as Craig (2003) explains: ―the professional 

knowledge landscape, narrative authority, and educators making sense of their 

experiences in knowledge communities.‖ A qualitative design accounts for the ―complex 

and dynamic nature of a community engaged in critical reflection‖ (Achinstein & Meyer, 

1997, p. 6). I will use a variety of narrative resources, where the researcher has observed 

participants in their Critical Friends Group, in their classrooms and in the context of the 

school landscape in order to illuminate both the collegial and reflective process of teacher 

participants. I will describe these tools after I provide social-historical descriptions of 

Eagle High School and the reform movement and introduce my research participants. 

 

Eagle High School in the school reform context 
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Eagle High School is located in northwest Houston and is one of five 

comprehensive high schools in one of the largest school districts in America. Eagle 

serves a community that is suburban by geography and urban by demography. Built in 

1972, the school began as a small suburban high school. The bust in the Houston 

economy in the 1980s hit the community around Eagle particularly hard. Many families 

had lost their jobs, and because they were unable to make the house payments, they 

simply walked away, abandoning homes to foreclosure sales. This change, coupled with a 

tremendous increase in the building of area apartments, including those subsidized by the 

government, caused a shift in the demographics of both the community and the school. 

During the last decade, the community around Eagle has undergone rapid economic 

changes which have resulted in Eagle‘s transformation to a large school with a culturally, 

ethnically, and economically diverse population. 

The initial phase of the reform of Eagle High School began in 1987-1996. This 

was primarily a structural reform prompted by the downturn of the economy: the issuing 

of the AEIS report card with test data disaggregated for ethnicity and socio-economic 

status showed scores of Blacks and Hispanics lagging those of Anglos and Asians, and 

activist students with a vision. The process was partially data and research driven, but it 

was primarily intuitive. There was a committee involving all segments of the school to 

write a mission statement. The committee used site-based decision making using the 

DuPont process to define grade level outcomes. The result of this initial work was Project 

SOAR. There were many challenges to this reform effort; the change to accelerated block 

scheduling made the initiated 9
th

 grade families impractical. District directives on 
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standardized activities focusing on raising TAAS scores were often at odds with the 

campus goals and vision. 

The second phase of the reform effort focused on some structural reform, but 

primarily focused on changing school culture a much more difficult task. The prompting 

of this phase of the reform effort was receiving the City School Reform grant and some 

other grants, and as opposed to the earlier reforms efforts, some of the faculties were the 

activists ready to revitalize the reform effort.  

This time Eagle was trying to become more data and research driven, rather than 

intuitive. Committees were formed to lead various initiatives. A ―reform squad‖ of about 

nine faculty members was driving the effort. Eagle entered into the regional, state, 

national and international reform conversation through attendance and presentations at 

National School Reform Faculty, Annenberg and other conferences. The initiation of four 

Critical Friends Groups on campus helped to meet our espoused theory of self-reflection. 

The second phase of this reform effort faced internal challenges. The 

internalization of the reform vision for all 180 faculty members, including new members 

and those getting close to retirement was difficult and time consuming. The changing of a 

school culture, particularly for students not in honor classes, from one in which students 

believe that coming to class, keeping quiet and doing their work is enough to one in 

which students take charge of responsibility for their own learning would be daunting. 

Teachers would be working with the espoused theory to begin making real changes in 

classroom practices and not just presenting new strategies through professional 

development. While constantly facing teachers dealing with time constraints and burn 

out. 
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Eagle High School faculty and administration continued to seek ways to narrow 

the still-present achievement gap among our students, working on designing a vision of 

exactly what kind of parent and community involvement we want and/or need. We were 

also dealing with the separation of the 9
th

 graders into a different building one mile from 

main campus and creating a shared vision while coping with the loss of young, energetic, 

and idealistic teachers. 

Eagle‘s reform efforts had gone from being student motivated to teacher initiated; 

from district directives to working on better teaching practices; from working to increase 

grades to working to narrow the achievement gap. What was important to remember was 

that reform was an ongoing process and changes to the changes are inevitable. 

Leadership change happened, and the vision held by the Gold medal school grant 

initiatives soon faded to make way for a new way of thinking at Eagle High School. The 

new principal was focused on narrowing the gap in subgroups on the state-mandated tests 

and making sure all teachers were meeting the needs of the African-American students. 

The espoused theory of collaboration, reflection, and theoretical research soon faded 

away to campus and district mandates.  

The principal for seven years seemed to thoroughly dismantle all previous efforts 

to make the school a place for everyone: administrators, teachers, staff and students, to be 

successful. The school was in a state of turmoil. Adages such as ‗shut your door and 

teach‘ and ‗all show no substance‘ were thrown around on a daily basis. The only 

remnants of the renaissance Gold medal school days were the faded sign under the 

marquee and a few lone teachers working quietly on their practice. The dark ages were 

upon us. 
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District administrators noticing the continued fall of Eagle High School in scores, 

morale and the physical campus finally stepped in and removed the principal. The 

teachers were apprehensive as well as tentatively excited at the prospect of a new and 

vibrant leader. The announcement of the new principal was late in the school year, and 

the leadership succession plan was not well thought out. The principal still had major 

undertakings at her old campus to complete before being able to move into the new 

position. Her previous principal positions were at much smaller venues, with a 

homogenous student body and low-stakes testing. Her move to a large campus, four times 

larger than her current post, has created unforeseen challenges and a school climate that 

is still very apprehensive about its future. Yet, during all the changes and turmoil, a 

coalition of teachers have been working to improve their practice with Critical Friends 

Groups norms.  

The school reform movement, City School Reform (CSR), challenges the 

traditional ideas of schooling, and the grand narrative trying to change this narrative by 

focusing on three imperatives: breaking down isolation, personalizing education (size of 

the schools), and teacher professional development. How the schools implemented these 

three imperatives was up to each individual school. CSR‘s willingness to allow each Gold 

Medal school address the needs that were of most concern for improvement to their 

community was a shift in thinking for most grant opportunities.  

Eagle High School was one of the 11 original Gold Medal schools and the only 

―traditional‖ comprehensive high school in the CSR system. Eagle High School, with 

over 2400 students and 180 faculty, choose to create a large buffet of reform activities 

that made sense for the school community on a large scale but also allowed individuals to 
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indulge in more select activities to satisfy each person‘s needs. The selections are listed 

in detail Chapter 1 of this study, but the following is a short recap of the activities on 

campus. These include, but are not limited to, creating professional development 

academies, establishing a technology center for students and family use in after-school 

hours, pioneering of a speaker series to assist other teachers not benefiting from reform 

funding, offering of a summer camp in which high school students were counselors and 

neighborhood children attended, and establishing of Critical Friends Groups, an initiative 

pioneered by the Coalition of Essential School and the National Annenberg Challenge. 

The foundational piece to all the offerings at Eagle High School was our theory of action: 

the belief that merging theory and practice through reflection and collaboration would 

lead to productive school change. The theory of action informed the reform activities 

developed addressing CSR‘s three imperatives and played a pivotal role with individual 

teacher learning also. 

Eagle High School has benefitted financially and academically from its 

relationship with CSR over the years. The contributions to Eagle High Schools history in 

some versions are faded to non-existence. This study illuminates how a small group of 

educators are still carrying the torch of school change and are working to make public 

their learning. The members of the Critical Friends Group on the Eagle High School 

campus that were part of the initial reform movement and the second wave of grant 

opportunities are the participants in this study. 

 

Participants 
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This study is the focus of the teachers who voluntarily participated in a Critical 

Friends Group teacher professional development approach in a Southwestern state at an 

urban high school. The large urban high school had, at that time, 2,400 students, which 

are broken down by ethnicity as follows 52 percent African-American, 42 percent 

Hispanic, 3 percent Caucasian, and 3 percent Asian American. The demographics reflect 

an urban population, but the physical location of the school is suburban. This high school 

has had the Critical Friends Group approach of professional development on its campus 

for the past eight years on a small scale. The Critical Friends Group used as the 

participants was selected from the groups that solicited to receive a teacher as researcher 

grant and were awarded funding for their proposal. The group members who were the 

participants made a commitment to utilize the principles and protocols of the Critical 

Friends Groups as specified by the local office of what was once a major national reform 

movement and by the National School Reform Faculty (2005). 

The members of the Critical Friends group changed over the years through job 

transfers, time commitments and teachers‘ leaving teaching all together, which reflects 

the national trend in large urban low socio-economic high schools. There are members 

who were part of the group for long periods of time and others, who only stayed during 

times of grant funding. The six core members of the group include Cheryl, a university 

professor, who was an integral part of the research in this inquiry. Roy, a fine arts 

teacher, was a committed member and journal writer. Roy is now retired and pursuing his 

artistic endeavors in a local island community. Prophetess, a career and technology 

teacher was an active participant and worked with the group on and off campus. She 

currently works with our less successful students at Eagle High School. She manages a 
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credit recovery lab and is always in pursuit of ways to meet the needs of these learners. 

Chris, a special education math teacher, was a participant in the group but had additional 

outside commitments that kept her from attending all the meetings. She is currently in the 

same position at Eagle High School. Sharon, a science teacher and department chair, was 

an active member and made time to participate in the work. Sharon has left Eagle High 

School and is currently working at a local education agency. Arthur, also a science 

teacher, was an active participant and avid experimenter in the group. He is a still a 

science teacher at Eagle High School, although teaching another content area in science. 

Lastly, I was an active member and facilitator. I am still at Eagle High School and an art 

teacher. I have become the department chair since the reform grant work has concluded. 

There were additional members that came in and out of the Critical Friends group 

work. There were members who did not share the same passion for writing about their 

practice; therefore, during times of funding in the later years, some members were less 

active. As additional members flow in and out of the inquiry, they will be introduced to 

the reader at that time. 

 

Research Procedures and Tools 

In the proposed inquiry, I will draw from a variety of narrative resources. The 

lived experience and stories of the group members will provide the narrative for the 

Critical Friends Group landscape. The experiences will be storied and restoried by the 

individual group members through personal interviews and historical documents. The 

data used are direct observation notes as found in journal writings by both participants 
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and the researcher, field notes, interviews, and review of documents such as teacher and 

school portfolios.  

 

Historical Documents 

A Critical Friends Group, as facilitated by this researcher, has been meeting at 

Eagle High School for twelve years. An abundance of artifacts have accumulated over the 

years. The historical documents include meeting notes from the monthly meetings. These 

meetings happened once a month for two hours on the campus, netting over 200 hours of 

shared meeting time. This inquiry will focus on a three-year granting period and the 60 

hours of face-to-face meetings and the resulting publications, presentations, and 

interviews. Other documents include journal entries, school portfolio slices, presentation 

materials, grant reports, and teacher/student products. 

The school portfolio had entries created by groups receiving part of the funding 

from City School Reform, as a Gold medal school. The Critical Friends Group received 

additional funding for three years and created portfolio newsletter publications for the 

funder. These sources of data provide a different perspective to learning about teacher 

stories – stories told by the teachers themselves, and school stories – stories told by the 

people living within the school landscape (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996). Portfolios are 

becoming an ever-increasing instrument in the school landscape to document and 

demonstrate teachers‘ personal practical knowledge. Lyons (1998) has argued for the 

validity and reliability of portfolios in documenting both teacher knowledge and school 

contexts. Clandinin, Connelly and others (i.e., Conle) argue that lifelikeness (add other 

qualities) and narrative resonance (Conle, 1996) are important considerations. 
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Additionally, Behar (1996 ) and Clandinin and Connelly point out that the relational 

aspects of narrative inquiry offer a window into human knowing not otherwise 

accessible.  

Each Critical Friend Group participant kept reflection journals. These journals 

provided teachers a place to record and reflect on their practice. These teaching and 

learning experiences were then used at meetings as the springboards to broadening and 

burrowing through their lived experiences. Some journals entries were then used to 

produce presentation and publication texts. 

 

Interviews 

I conducted interviews with some of members of the Critical Friends Group 

during the second wave of CSR grants distributed. The purpose of the interviews was to 

have the participants reconstruct their experiences in the group and provide context to 

interpret the experiences. I also used this time to negotiate the emergent interim texts 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) for the presence of certain themes within the stories 

present in the historical documents.  

 

Narrative Analysis 

The researcher kept a record of the field texts collected and conducted preliminary 

analysis of those texts. During the analysis, the researcher developed more questions to 

add to the ongoing inquiry and continuously collect artifacts, journal writings, and field 

texts throughout the process with follow-up interviews with past participants in the Eagle 

High School Critical Friends Group. The researcher continued the analysis of the storied 
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and restoried experiences, which lead to the construction of a research narrative that 

conveys the story of the teachers involved in the Critical Friends Group professional 

development approach at one urban high school. 

I used Clandinin and Connelly‘s (2000) methodology for conducting narrative 

inquiry. The narrative researcher will follow three steps: generating field texts from the 

variety of narrative sources, generating interim texts to help restory the narratives from 

field texts, and generating research texts that portray teacher stories, school stories, and 

knowledge community stories. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) describe the value of 

interim texts as ―texts situated in the spaces between field texts and final, published 

research texts‖ (p. 133). The interim texts can help the researcher and participants of the 

research negotiate the meaning that emerges from the artifacts during analysis. Clandinin 

and Connelly (2000) define field texts as not being ―constructed with reflective intent. 

Rather, they are close to the experience, tend to be descriptive and are shaped around 

particular events‖ (p. 132). Instead, they describe research texts as they ―grow out of the 

repeated asking of questions concerning meaning and significance (p. 132). I will use 

interim texts from a variety of narrative sources and through the process create field texts 

which will be negotiated with participants. In having multiple participants at many of the 

same events and meetings, these texts can and will be analyzed using Craig‘s (2004) 

story constellation approach to generate the research narratives that will appear in this 

inquiry. 

The stories and experiences in Critical Friends Group happen in community. The 

six teachers and one university professor (who has been a member of the Critical Friends 

Group on campus since 1998) work and learn together. As laid out earlier in the literature 



82 

 

 

review, not all groups are knowledge communities meeting the nine characteristics as 

such. It is my intention in this study to work with a variety of the narrative resources from 

Critical Friends Group members and the materials they have produced. In analyzing these 

resources, whether it is a journal entry from one member, a classroom experience told in 

a meeting or an email communication, I worked to create fine-grained stories of each 

participant‘s knowledge creation through collaboration and reflection. These stories 

woven together create an illuminated three dimensional picture of members‘ lived 

experiences in classrooms on one campus. The individual experiences create the ―story 

constellation‖ of the knowledge community as one unit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Visual representation of the Critical Friends Group story constellation. 
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The story constellations will be created in multiple layers on the educational landscape. 

Each individual‘s story constellation works together to form a larger knowledge 

community story constellation. Each knowledge community‘s constellation creates a 

school story constellation. These school story constellations form a district constellation 

and so on. All the experiences in school are not represented in a story constellation, but 

those experiences that have been broaden, burrowed and restoried into fine-grained 

stories make up a constellation. 

The strength of the findings relies heavily on the quality of the narrative artifacts 

and field texts. In a qualitative study, there is an even heavier reliance on high-quality 

narrative resources. Using a variety of narrative resources sources such as direct 

observation notes from past meetings, field notes, interviews, and review of documents 

such as journals, Professional Development Appraisal System notebooks, and teacher and 

school portfolios will yield a fairly complete picture of teacher collaboration and 

reflection in specific contexts. 
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Chapter 4: Story Constellations Illuminated and Restoried 

 

Introduction 

The first year of the Gold Medal grant, changing our school milieu was difficult; 

it meant working to fit into and embody the three reform areas of teacher learning, 

personalizing the size of the school, and reducing isolation. One of the easiest things to 

do for my colleagues and me, who were in the first wave of this reform, was to address 

teacher learning. This was probably the place we were most comfortable with, and we felt 

we would be able bring a sense of empowerment to ourselves, as teachers and learners. 

We believed that we could look at ourselves and make changes in the midst of thinking 

about how to model the new professional teacher at Eagle. In hindsight, I think it was just 

easier to make our own decision to change than to take on the challenge of changing the 

mindset from ―this is the way it has always been done‖ to the changing perspective of 

school reform.   Truly, the scary and messy journey was the one that lay before us. 

The willingness of a few of us to set off on this adventure and document the 

journey through journals, portfolios, and articles was either going to be our swan song or 

our eating crow. The decision to document and keep these artifacts was multi-faceted. 

The portfolios allowed Eagle High School to paint a picture of the work of 180 teachers 

and staff, 2,400 students, and a large diverse community that portrayed our efforts 

beyond the published test scores. The social narrative history of the school included the 

writers and implementers of the school reform at the time stating, ―We do not want to go 

down in the papers like Chicago Annenberg.‖ At the time, Annenberg was already two or 

three years into their work in Chicago, and the local and national newspapers were 

dragging the schools and their test scores through the mud, so to speak. Therefore, Eagle 
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High School teachers wanted to be sure that there was more than ―numbers‖ to reflect the 

work of the Eagle community. Dr Craig, Eagle‘s Planning and Evaluation advisor, was 

instrumental in guiding the reform team forward. 

As part of the vision to go beyond the numbers, the core reform team decided to 

keep journals of our thoughts, struggles, and hopefully successes. This was done to keep 

our sanity, but also part of the grant was to create Gold Medal schools like Eagle and then 

to replicate the changes with other large traditional high schools. By documenting our 

journey, we would know what worked and how it worked. 

As a result, I kept a journal for over ten years – sometimes the journals were 

abundant and overflowing with brilliant insights; other times they were slim, containing 

verbatim notes from meetings. The journals helped me reconstruct the journey of the 

Critical Friends Group I coached over the 10 years. These journals really documented the 

journey I took as a teacher, learner, and reflective practitioner and the individuals in my 

group who influenced my thinking and my teaching practice.  

The group members played a significant role in my learning and the learning of 

the entire group. Although some members changed each year, I was one of the constants 

and reflecting back, I can be seen like the North Star – the facilitator, guide, historian, 

and coach. Each year on this narrative journey, some members shone, and others faded, 

and as the night sky changed with the seasons, so did members on Eagle High School‘s 

professional knowledge landscape. This research illuminates how the members of the 

group worked together to create story constellations.  Just as the constellations in the 

night sky change with the seasons, members moved in and out of the group over time.  
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Thus, the story constellations I capture are ones that I recreated to visualize particular 

moments in time.   

To conduct this dissertation research, I reread 10 years worth of journals, five 

years of school portfolios, reflections written by Critical Friends Group (CFG) members, 

numerous published and unpublished articles. The following research is presented in 

chronological order to allow the reader to walk along the path that I ventured as a coach 

and member of a CFG. The primary purposes of this research includes:  

 engaging in ongoing inquiry and reflection in the construction of new 

knowledge, 

 exploring personal theories and practices around the development of 

community, exploring the relationship between adult collaboration and 

improved student learning,  

 and practicing and enacting varied approaches and processes for 

examining student and teacher work collaboratively. 

In charting these story constellations together as if on the planetarium ceiling, this 

dissertation reflects the natural progression of the group from a collection of people 

searching for answers, to a knowledge community creating solutions for their complex 

situations. Although the collaboration was very forced in the beginning, it became fluid 

and authentic over time, as illustrated in articles created by the CFG in the later work-

years. The reflective practices illuminated through the journal writings and additional 

documents help the reader see into the inner soul and mind of a coach working to bring a 

large comprehensive school from a place of compliance to a world of collaboration and 

community.  
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Year 1 – 1998-1999 

Figure 3: Year 1 CFG story constellation visual representation 
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A new year and a new way of thinking, I led me to spend the summer at the 

University of Houston becoming a Critical Friends Group (CFG) Coach. I was trained on 

ways to look at my work and student work to become and be a better teacher for six days 

by Daniel and Patricia. Learning protocols and facilitation skills was the beginning to 

changing Eagle High School. I was not alone in the training as five other teachers from 

my school were also trained. The Coalition of Essential Schools was the sponsor along 

with City School Reform. As a Gold Medal school, we were encouraged to participate 

and to make a two-year commitment to the work. When I applied for the training, I 

signed an agreement that I would coach a CFG for two years and submit a portfolio of the 

work to a group of coaches to evaluate.  

The pressures of being Gold Medal School grant coordinator, being a new CFG 

coach and, of course, teaching became very overwhelming, very quickly. In November of 

1998, for example, I penned the following: 

I feel like my students this year are only getting the test model. I feel like that new 

computer program that has just come out and those first customers that get it – 

like it but are always running into problems and have to call the manufacturer to 

fix the problem. The customers that wait will get a better product. In this case a 

better teacher, but I feel for the ‗customers‘ today. (Journal entry 11/30/1998) 

The CFG was hard to initiate because of the all the commitments teachers had. 

We were working on trying to raise the test scores on the state standardized test and do 

meaningful work, which sometimes seemed not to be the same thing. The state test is a 

criterion-referenced, multiple-choice test through which students must demonstrate basic 

knowledge and skills in English, writing, mathematics, and social studies. While we 
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individually and collectively realized the importance of preparing our students for annual 

state testing, we also wanted the teaching/learning that took place in our classrooms to be 

meaningful and to expose students to curriculum, knowledge, and skills beyond the 

mandated test objectives.  

The CFG I co-coached with Tina Flowers, the English Department Chair, had a 

slow start. In our training, we were told to take it slow and to build a group that was 

grounded in the same knowledge-base and that created trust with one another through 

team building exercises, as I remember, struggled to even meet on time. Although the 

group developed ―Norms‖ such as starting on time, being an active listener, etc, I 

remember that we struggled to even meet on time.  Norms were not yet part of who we 

were or how we worked in Eagle High School‘s milieu. 

Two meetings under my belt; I confessed that I was failing. I was barely hanging 

on in all the different arenas in the school reform process, but most of all, in my first 

calling as teacher. I wrote on a flight to Boston for a Critical Friends Group Coaches 

Conference later in 1998: 

Why do I resist reflecting – Because I really don‘t want to know or because I have 

already realized that I am not doing a good [job]. I feel that I am short changing a 

number of my students with all of the outside commitments I have. Reflection 

would be an admission of guilt or I would lose my ideal of myself as a good 

teacher. (Journal entry, 12/2/1998) 

The next day I continued in my journal the beginnings of the seed that really grew into 

why I continued as a Critical Friends Group coach at Eagle High School: 
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Woke up this morning with a song in my head that I have not heard for eight 

months or longer. It is Sarah McLaughlin‘s song that says ―Everybody gets high, 

Everybody gets low – Everyday is like a winding road.‖  Kinda made me laugh 

because here I am at a CFG meeting ―getting my high‖ and then when I leave the 

seminar and get on the ―winding road‖ of reform… I get the lows. 

I continued: 

…maybe I am not a good leader -/coach…Maybe I do not possess the skills to 

lead my CFG into the ―high‖. (Journal entry, 12/3/1998) 

The idea that I saw/felt that it was my responsibility to bring the group to the ―high‖ in 

collaboration reflects how far I had to come in understanding adult learning and practice. 

I think the naiveté of my journal entry reflects where I was in my own learning on how 

adults learn, and how relationships are developed. I continued my inquiry into how I 

learn to better understand and how I could help create a CFG. I wrote: ―I learn best 

when…I have someone to talk about the idea/problem/topic with and discuss‖ (Journal 

entry, 12/5/1998). Cheryl, a member of the Critical Friends Group, responded to my 

entry, ―It‘s true of all of us. We all long for community.‖ 

Contemplating Cheryl‘s response to my entry, I turned to my established 

community – my classroom of students. I had been teaching for six years and was 

successful at creating a sense of belonging for the students as illustrated by the long-term 

relationships that I had with many of my former students. So to help me in understanding 

my dilemma, I had my students reflect on their academics and behaviors in my class.  

I read their reflections, and many of them are experiencing the same problems as I 

am. They have too many irons in the fire – also they have prioritized their classes 
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and an art class was not high on their list of things to do. (Journal entry, 

12/8/1998) 

I wondered, ―Am I not putting the building of a functional group, a community of 

learners, and a priority in my work. Is it just too hard?‖ I wondered as with other things in 

life, ―Do I put other work in front of this group as a way to avoid doing the hard, messy 

work of reform?‖ I wrote in my journal ―I am torn between doing what I know is the right 

thing…I have this work ethic drilled into my head…‖ (Journal entry, 12/19/1998). So I 

continued to struggle and do the work with the Critical Friends Group. 

A much needed break came and went too quickly. Besides implementing the 

practices on campus during the first year of the City School Reform work, we also had to 

provide the organization with both compliance documents and evidence of the work. As 

the school reform coordinator, I struggled with the need to show compliance to maintain 

funding, the need to reflect how the school work was progressing, and the need to be 

creative and positive about the many aspects of the changes at Eagle High School (as 

illustrated in Chapter 1). 

Dr. Cheryl Craig, a university professor, the Planning and Evaluation consultant, 

and the longest continuing member of the CFG (besides me), was able to push my 

thinking and the group‘s work. She brought her university, sometimes more theoretical 

perspective to help the group construct new knowledge. Cheryl was instrumental in 

introducing narrative portfolio work to our group.  As an art teacher and graphic designer 

of art portfolios, this was something I was already familiar with in my work. There was a 

narrative resonance (Conle, 1996) between what Cheryl was advocating and what I 

already knew from my personal experiences and background.  
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In January, I began to think about enacting the portfolio work in anticipation of 

the upcoming compliance documents for the funder and how that work would be lived at 

Eagle High School. A professional trip which contained a series of opportunities was also 

a catalyst. Three core members of the school reform team, Liz Clayton, Abbie, and I, 

along with an administrator, travelled to Boston for a Portfolio Conference sponsored by 

Nona Lyons.  We then continued on to Pawling, New York, for a Critical Friends Group 

Coaches meeting in which coaches with two or more years presented a slice of their 

portfolios, and ended our excursion in New York City with a site visit to Central Park 

East and conversation with Deborah Meier. 

After our trip, I reflected upon the work and how to document the reform, writing, 

―I want to develop something that shows versatility and depth…I think it is funny – 

ironically funny that for all the research and conferences we go to all we have to show for 

it is more questions – And as our presentation states, ‗it is hard to go from a ―high stakes‖ 

document to this piece of learning document‘‖ (Journal entry, 1/15/1999). I wanted, and I 

believe the reform team wanted, a document that reflected more than numbers in a 

column and square inches in a newspaper. 

Responding to my journal entry, Cheryl deepened the written dialogue with ―I 

find my university class of students don‘t question. They got annoyed when I asked them 

to talk/write about how they learned. But how can we teach if we can‘t even consider 

learning in our own terms?‖ (Journal response, undated). 

My learning and that of Abbie and Liz continued outside the four walls of a 

classroom or the formality of a meeting. I wrote: 
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We had a great discussion in the car on the way to this Portfolio Conference about 

students who don‘t question. They don‘t question! They don‘t delve deeper into 

their minds to question why they do things, or even question the things that go on 

in the world. I argue we/teachers have trained them not to question, to sit down, 

be quiet and do the worksheet or read the chapter. One of my goals as a teacher is 

to create students who can function in the world at a level higher than an 

assembly line type of position. But do I? I can hear myself many a day telling my 

students to come in, sit down, and be quiet. What kind of teacher am I?‖ (Journal 

entry, 1/15/1999) 

What kind of coach of a CFG am I? Come in, follow the agenda, and close with see you 

next month. I need to contemplate my own understanding of engaging inquiry and 

exploring personal practice in the group. The need to examine others‘ work and student 

artifacts help to create a common understanding of curriculum and instruction needed to 

build a collaborative community of learners. I was able to examine their two year history 

of their CFG work through the use of a slice protocol in a very collaborative and trusting 

environment, which helped me gain a greater understanding on portfolios. I reflected in 

my journal while at the CFG conference in Pawling. I wrote:  

My portfolio – after looking at these, I really think I have a better understanding 

of some of the aspects – but I still think there is a strong debate on the scrapbook 

vs. portfolio that we are going to struggle with at our school and with our school 

portfolio. But I think the teacher portfolio is really doable – (Journal entry, 

1/17/1999) 
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Cheryl responded: ―You are right. We don‘t want scrapbooks. We need the narrator to 

walk us through the learning.‖  Her words reminded me that the reader of the portfolio 

needed to know about the nature of the learning for the learner-teacher. 

The CFG conference had been held over Martin Luther King Day weekend and 

the organizers felt it was fitting to end with a quote from Dr. King. Unknown to them was 

how on target the excerpt was in looking at the challenges and concerns I was facing in 

creating a community of a few in my CFG and on a larger scale in my school. I kept the 

paper that the excerpt was printed on in my journal, as an artifact and a motivator. 

Artifact from the conference: From the concluding chapter, ―The World House,‖ 

of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s last book (1984) – Where do we go from here: 

Chaos or community? 

We are now faced with the fact that tomorrow is today. We are confronted with 

the fierce urgency of now. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history there is 

such a thing as being too late. Procrastination is still the thief of time. Life often 

leaves us standing bare, naked and dejected with a lost opportunity. The ―tide in 

the affairs of men‖ does not remain at the flood; it ebbs. We may cry out 

desperately for time to pause in her passage, but time is deaf to every plea and 

rushes on. Over the bleached bones and jumbled residues of numerous 

civilizations are written the pathetic words: ―Too late.‖ There is an invisible book 

of life that faithfully records our vigilance or our neglect. ―The moving finger 

writes, and having written moves on….‖ We still have a choice today: nonviolent 

coexistence or violent co-annihilation. This may well be mankind‘s last chance to 

choose between chaos and community.  



95 

 

 

I looked at the bottom of the printed page, and there typed was this question. 

Believing it is not too late – as an educator, what could you do next in your 

context to be ―vigilant‖ in actively working toward ―community‖ and nonviolent 

coexistence‖ and further the legacy of Martin Luther King? 

The reading above, which was the culminating event of this conference, provoked 

me to think about how I was going to be vigilant in building my CFG community, not 

under fear or compliance but with building a relationship on trust and collaboration to 

sustain this new approach to professional development. I described my new learning: 

When agreeing to become a CFG Coach I had no idea what I was getting into and 

even less of what was going to be expected of me in my teacher portfolio…I 

understand better the forming of an essential question and the gathering evidence 

to support this question…Not just showing your best work but also work that has 

failed…Just as it was said – I learn more from the cool comments – we learn more 

from our failures sometimes – most of the time [rather] than our success. (Journal 

entry, 1/23/1999) 

In working with a CFG and with others, the interactions did/do not just take place 

during the two-hour monthly meeting. One of the exciting and beneficial aspects 

presented, since I was/am a member of the CFG and many other groups on campus, as 

well as the larger school community, I was able to not only witness, but participate with 

members outside the specific group time. For example, during one of our university-

sponsored classes on campus, one of the CFG members, Tyriq Camper, was a classmate. 

I observed the following: 
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―…the class was exciting in that – it was a different set of people in the 

‗conversation‘ of school reform. I was really excited when two teachers today 

already came and wanted articles for their projects – it was exciting. I really was 

excited that Tyriq Camper was stepping out and taking an active role. It was also 

good to see teachers upset or worried about their work. It was also good to see 

teachers in an active role of ‗learner‘.‖  

A few pages later… 

―WOW – Interesting – I was just talking to Tyriq Camper this week, and he 

wanted to see a picture of Deborah Meier from Central Park East, and he was 

saying he needed to know what the person looked like to relate to them – he said 

don‘t you?‖ (Journal entry, 1/26/1999) 

I learned another aspect to building a relationship---the importance of sight.  Being in the 

CFG and around the table and looking and talking to each other contributes to building 

shared ways of knowing and reflective practices.  

The dialogue between members does not always have to be face-to-face, however. 

Cheryl would read and respond in my journal, fueling my ongoing reflection. These 

exchanging were so meaningful that I wrote to her in my journal.  

First, I want to thank you for all the wonderful responses you have given me over 

the course of this dialogue. You have helped me pull some threads thru my work 

and helped me question my work even more and hopefully grow in my work – 

and become a better teacher. (Journal entry, 2/6/1999) 

As a coach and facilitator, the act of questioning becomes crucial to the group evolving 

and changing, especially in its members becoming better reflective practitioners. I was 
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continually writing about this process in my journal. For example, ―I have learned that 

the process of putting it together and reflecting upon these artifacts is more important 

most of the time – than the end product.‖ I continued. ―I have found out that if you don‘t 

have a question or what you want to find out about yourself is not verbalized – you are 

not going to get anything out of the process. Asking the right question or a focusing 

question is the essential part…‖ (Journal entry, 2/6/1999) 

As the year progressed the group (according to my training) needed to experience 

peer observations. In these peer observations, members go into each other‘s classrooms 

and observe utilizing one of the many different protocols designed for this purpose. As 

the coach of the group, I questioned whether we should do things because they are on the 

calendar or training session if the group is not ready to experience them. I committed to 

writing in my journal my thoughts about the peer observations. ―That is what we need as 

teachers also – to get a different perspective on things. – one reason I feel the peer 

observations are vital to our growth as individuals and as a faculty‖ (Journal entry, 

3/7/1999). I was ready to introduce the new idea to the group and after the meeting a few 

days later, decided I and the group were not quite ready. 

Yesterday, the CFG meeting was very interesting. Liz presented her video on a 

peer review observation and I facilitated – boy did I do a terrible job – I was so 

nervous that I would screw up, of course, I screwed up. But it was very difficult to 

‗just‘ facilitate when the group did not know the protocol and were becoming so 

frustrated with not knowing an ―essential question‖ which is not part of 

descriptive review that made the time really frustrating to me – I felt like the 

picture just free-falling and hoping the parachute is going to open and the group 
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will come around to the enlightenment – the group gave excellent comments and 

was really insightful, but … at the same time they were really rough and 

aggressive and I told Liz that we opened ourselves up to be treated like that 

because we say we want the ―critical‖ part of CFG but there is a point that goes 

beyond – (Journal entry, 3/10/1999) 

This incident helped me to become a better coach and facilitator.  Liz and I restory this 

experience not as a failed CFG meeting, but as a learning event in our development as 

CFG members. I am better able to set norms with a group, better able to explain the 

process or steps to a protocol, and most of all better able to question the presenter on how 

much feedback they really want and to better define the word ―critical.‖ 

The learning of a critical incident allows for the participants to reflect on the event 

and for the members to come to a shared understanding.  I, for example, wrote the 

following:  

―I feel we are always word-smithing to make the things sound better – why do we 

feel the compulsion to make every answer, every question as if everyone has a 

hidden agenda. Why? Even at CFG meetings it seems you have to be careful what 

you say. Why are there so many hidden agendas?‖ (Journal entry, 3/10/1999) 

Cheryl added to the conversation and to making the incident move from the microcosm 

of the CFG to the macro-perspective of the school landscape. ―Are hidden agendas, 

‗cover stories,‘ the way of the world in schools?‖ she queried. As I pointed out in Chapter 

2 a ―cover story‖ as defined by Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; Olson & Craig, 2005 is a 

story teachers share with the public about their schools, their curriculum and or their 
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classroom practice.  The act of making your learning public uncovers the ‗cover stories‘ 

and offers transparency in the curriculum. 

During spring break, I travelled to London and continued my journal writing. I 

was looking at the beautiful artwork at the Courtland Gallery and admiring all the 

finished work, when I happened upon an unfinished piece…not your usual hanging on 

the wall a museum. I assumed because this was a smaller venue and funding was less that 

they could not afford a finished work. As I stood there, moved back and forth, looked 

closely and then stepped back and looked again, I began to comprehend the steps and 

techniques the artist had used to create the piece. I thought and spent more time with this 

incomplete work than any of the other polished pieces in the collection. I wondered then 

if someone could learn more from educational works in progress. In the park outside, I 

scribbled the following profound idea, ―…To see the studies and unfinished pieces tell 

me a ‗truer‘ story than a finished piece‖ (Journal entry, 3/18/1999).  In my own medium, 

I could see this truth in greater clarity. 

After returning from spring break, I no longer wanted to be the best teacher for 

my students, I now dreamed bigger: 

I guess this is my mission or my evangelical experience in life – I was a person 

who was content about doing my best in teaching but I no longer want just me to 

be the best.  I want all my colleagues to be the best – but how can I get them to 

want the same thing for themselves…‖ (Journal entry, 3/19/1999) 

I was defining my role as the coach of the group for myself and seeking more feedback 

from the members. The next week we had a CFG meeting, and I asked them how things 

were going and what was working for them, not what I thought was working for them. 
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Tyriq Camper wrote: 

I found the session structured and comfortable. This was something I thought I 

was interested in and after the meeting in the group I will continue to participate. 

One day soon I will call and consider these participants as my critical friends. 

(Reflection, 3/24/1999) 

I reflected in my journal to Tyriq‘s writing, ―I was thrilled to hear that a newcomer 

[Tyriq] to the CFG – first time reflection gave such a great compliment like 

‗comfortable‘. This is how we can get (hopefully) teachers to examine not defend as 

Henry put it‖ (Journal entry, 4/12/1999). 

Another member and veteran teacher, Bridget Schattle, wrote: 

All of the opportunities that have become available through Annenberg, Critical 

Friends and Camp Soar seem to be working out the best. We all get along so well 

in our group, it‘s really fun. I don‘t mind giving up my conference time. As the 

facilitator you [Michaelann] make me feel very comfortable with the way you 

handle the group. If we do stray from the protocol you bring us back on track but 

not in offensive way. I feel I‘m learning many ways to help my fellow teachers. 

(Reflection, 3/24/1999) 

I responded in my journal to Bridget‘s reflection, ―I was thrilled to see that critical friends 

can even be influential for veteran teachers‖ (Journal entry, 4/12/1999). 

Member, Roy Bourdraeux, wrote: 

Joining the CFG at second period has been valuable experience even for a teacher 

of twenty years. At first glance I would say I enjoy the small group of peers on a 

professional level as well as a personal level. More importantly, I have found the 
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knowledge and strategies of teachers in other disciplines can be applied and used 

in my field. Education is constantly changing and we need all the help and 

support we can get. What a better place to receive this support than from your 

peers and friends. (Reflection, 3/26/1999) 

The reflections of these members helped me, as the coach, see that the group was on the 

right path. Yet, I contemplated, ―How do you drive the conversation deeper? Seeing 

schools through writing and dialogue – does it make you go deeper?‖ (Journal entry, 

4/8/1999) 

I started thinking about what does the group needed to go deeper, and I thought of 

our espoused theory, which is Reflection + Collaboration + Theory = Better Teachers = 

Better Students. We have been collaborating and reflecting, but what theoretical 

underpinnings were we using in our work? I wrote: 

 The research is like your guardian angel – your angel gives you the support and 

knowledge to collaborate and work with others and the resource to go back and 

reflect and modify. I guess you could go back to the angels climbing the ladder 

[church at Bath] – as ideas were being modified and tweaked they were getting 

used as supports. Therefore, as the ideas progressed the angles were relied on less 

and less. So the angels at the beginning of an idea are beat up, broken but at the 

end they are in really good shape – and these angels would become the theory. 

How has this helped me? Well I can tell you my angel has a couple of broken 

wings and is a long way from being pristine. (Journal entry, 4/12/1999) 
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This brought me to the realization that we needed to ground ourselves in educational 

theory and make our own investigations more research-based instead of basing them on 

assumption or feeling. 

April is the season of testing that brings nerves to the surface. The school climate 

changed as scores sank. The administration with its own dilemmas became more 

prescriptive in professional development. The administration was feeling pressure from 

the district to make the teachers teach from a script, while many of us struggled to keep 

control of our professional development through CFG. I could not understand the 

conflict; we were all trying and striving for the same thing – our students to be 

successful. I responded to all the demands and tensions in my journal. I lamented: 

Why can‘t we all just get along? Seems not quite adequate – we can‘t just ―get 

along‖ we must work together and collaborate in both action and dialogue. This 

requires more than just getting along – don‘t get me wrong I am not saying we 

should have a love-in or we have to be friends to get the work done – but there 

does have to be a certain level of respect for that person‘s knowledge base – and a 

dialogue has to happen for our knowledge communities to really happen. (Journal 

entry, 4/16/1999) 

Not only did I not understand what administration was doing, but they did not seem to 

understand what the CFG work was all about either. A week later we had a staff meeting, 

and I wrote the next day: 

I thought Monday‘s staff meeting was very disturbing. I was really upset with the 

use of CFG Groups – as a means to defend your practice. Defend – what a word 

choice. I feel that there are many words that could have been used rather than 
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defend – Examine or Reflect upon – That part really hit a lot of people – after the 

meeting, we had a CFG Open House and that was the first thing people wanted to 

talk about. Teachers who had been in CFG all year and have an understanding of 

the goals of a CFG were anxious to talk. (Journal entry, 4/22/1999) 

These incidents with very distinctive word choices such as ―defend‖ made crystal clear 

that ―…Our excellent communities do not intertwine – is this because our knowledge 

communities do not overlap and intertwine?‖ (Journal entry, 4/23/1999). This was going 

to have to be addressed because the future of the Critical Friends Group was in jeopardy. 

 About the same time I attended an International Teacher as Researcher 

Conference outside of Montreal and learned about narrative inquiry and teacher research, 

and about the people I work with on a daily basis. I reflected on who we were and how 

we worked together. 

Liz – she tells things how she thinks things are – but is that really how things are 

or how she perceives they really are – Abbie is our questioner – she makes people 

hear the tough questions – but on the other hand is she is trying to come up with 

the answers as she questions. I am not sure about Morales. Does she take the next 

step after asking the hard questions? Maybe if Morales would talk about her 

thoughts and ideas – she said in the car/she can‘t talk to Henry as a sounding 

board because he implements ideas before they have been truly worked through. 

Michelle, Tyriq and Simon have been great. They have helped me get through 

these past few days. It is like seeing things through the eyes of children. There 

were times when I wasn‘t as jaded about things at school and was able to get past 
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all the bad things that have happened…I am always amazed on how much people 

want to be a part of ‗the group‘.‖ (Journal entry, 4/25/1999) 

I was starting to see how the relationships with my colleagues lead to the collaboration 

and therefore our collective learning. I wanted to continue my learning about inquiry and 

attended a conference in Rhode Island. After the conference, I found myself at another art 

gallery where arrived at another ―a-ha‖ moment. I continued my self-reflection.  

Went to the art gallery walk/trolley ride last night – I found it was very exciting – 

seeing the artwork at the RISD Museum – there was a Mary Cassatt there – that 

was fabulous – she had let the canvas show and the brush strokes were so 

intentional – it was like transparent facilitation – the artist was allowing us to see 

what she was doing and really learn about the process – So many people put 

finished works out on the table and say ―Here it is; praise me‖ rather than ―Here it 

is; learn from me‖ – guess that is the teacher/learner in me.‖ (Journal entry, 

7/16/1999) 

The next year, I was going to work for not only ―learn from me,‖ but for what could I 

learn from you and your work. How do I learn collaboratively?   ―I really realize that I 

have been working in a collaborative with Liz and Abbie – in more than just paperwork – 

but in also sharing the knowledge and the lead and the weight of the work‖ (Journal 

entry, 7/17/1999). Cheryl responded, ―My word for this is ―knowledge community.‖ 

I was able to use these new learnings in the planning of the next year‘s work. The 

addition of the new theory and the new ―blood‖ into the group would lead to more good 

work and maybe a larger knowledge community.  The theoretical word to which I had 

been introduced had now become a part of my teacher vernacular.  At this early stage, I 
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could see how my colleagues and I could bridge theory and practice, if we set our hearts 

and minds to it. 

  I believe a member from the group (as documented in the school portfolio) stated:  

‗I think though that the most important think I have gained from the group is the feeling 

that people in the group are more than just teachers I meet with occasionally. There‘s a 

deep sense of trust and friendship. Maybe that‘s what it‘s all about. I think I shall reflect 

more on that.‘ (School Portfolio, Year 1 1998-1999) 

 

Interim Reflection 

The year 1 research texts offer the reader glimmers of the nine characteristics of a 

knowledge community as developed by Craig. The originating event was the awarding of the 

Gold Medal Award from City School Reform. The funding was the impetus to the original 

four teachers being trained in Critical Friends Group processes. This was the start on a path 

that there was no turning back. The intra-school dialogue was changing for a few core 

members such as Liz, Abbie, and I. The addition of the written and verbal conversations with 

Cheryl was helping build our shared ways of knowing and pushing our reflection-in-action, 

especially my own. 
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Year 2 - 1999-2000 

Figure 4: Year 2 CFG story constellation visual representation 
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When our scores for the previous year were released, the news was not what was 

expected or had hoped for. The numbers had taken a dip and many of the subgroups were 

perilously close to causing the school to receive an unacceptable rating from the state. 

The news was devastating to the administration, especially the principal. He was now 

face to face with the dragon in his backyard (Craig, 2004). The state accountability 

related to test scores was like having a dragon in the backyard of the school, waiting to 

breathe its fire if expectations were not met. Henry Richards was being pushed to meet 

district demands and set parameters on his teachers. He soon went from being an 

advocate at the district level for the changes at Eagle High School to a buffer, keeping 

district directives and scripted classrooms as far away as possible. Sensitivity to the topic 

and results make the use of characters in a fairy tale a necessity. The cover story, or the 

story told to the public, was that there are implementation dips when starting new 

reforms, and the scores should have been expected. Richards believed in the work and, 

when faced with outside demands, fought the dragon. He also fought in a land far away 

so his subjects, never realizing the perils and continuing the work, would be protected. 

This brave ―knight‖ never allowed his teachers to see the dangers that were lurking. 

In fact, Henry continued in his battle provide a different approach to professional 

development at Eagle High School. He was committed and paid for more teachers on the 

school landscape become coaches. According to the executive summary submitted to 

CSR 

Critical Friends Groups – there has been an expansion of the Critical Friends 

Groups at Eagle High from the original four coaches trained to a total of twelve 

coaches. There are five groups encompassing 51 teachers representing all the 
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disciplines. In addition, Coach Valerie Porter has formed a CFG composed of 

students. Also, a number of coaches have started working with our vertical 

campuses to initiate Critical Friends Groups. (School Portfolio Year 2) 

Roy and Nancy were two of the members that were members of the CFG and became 

coaches in the summer of year 2. 

I decided to spread the work of CFG and started a group at the 9
th

 grade center 

down the street. During this time, Roy and Nancy coached the group when I was working 

at the 9
th

 grade center. The CFG did not last long, and I was soon back at the senior high 

school working with my group. In hindsight, the lack of having a relationship with the 

teachers at Little Eagle probably played a huge part in the lack of success.   

Roy and Nancy were having great success in sustaining the work of the 2
nd

 period 

Critical friends Group work. Members were Liz Clayton, Patti Beck, Sharon Latter, 

Jerome Jackson, Veronica Jugheed, Susan Al-wal, Tim Bogey, Len Fuut, and Carolyn 

Andrews. This was the year that all faculty members were required to either belong to a 

CFG or attend school sanctioned professional development during their conference 

periods. This mandate led to increase in the number of participants in CFG, but not 

necessarily the number of faculty members who were willing to analyze their practice in 

the classroom. 

The new mandate and having more coaches on staff meant that the number of new 

teachers to the CFGs on campus was huge. Most of the coaches went back and started at 

the beginning with each group. The first meeting, September 15, 1999, started with 

connections. Then each group had a discussion on what was a CFG and what is its 

purpose. The meetings ended with testimonials from past members and reflections. 
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My perspective on the new school year was that we were starting strong with 

some the CFG coaches and myself working on the staff development for the opening of 

school. We were able to build on the successes and challenges we experienced in our 

CFGs the year before, while beginning work on creating a shared knowledge base 

amongst all the stakeholders. I was able to use the new learnings in creating the agenda 

and the theoretical underpinnings presented.  I now had an emerging understanding of 

how my colleagues, and I could bridge theory and practice. 

My interest in exploring the theory/practice divide is apparent in a September 

musing on how we (I and my colleagues coaching CFG) might begin to think about 

teacher knowledge.  I wrote: 

I and others – have never felt that teacher knowledge was respected – I feel we go 

back to the old adage – Those who can do; those who can‘t teach. That has been 

drilled into so many people – that it is commonplace in our country – and 

therefore has certainly helped in the crisis in education. (Journal entry, 

9/13/1999).  

The feeling seems to be since I went to school, I know how teachers should teach. I 

wonder if many of these same people would believe since they had been operated on by a 

surgeon that they can tell the doctor how to operate. This crisis in education as I put it is 

really a crisis in confidence in each other. I have witnessed and experienced on the 

professional knowledge landscape the lack of confidence in teaching. Teachers are trying 

to do the right thing. The moral compass of a nation was being challenged, while the 

ability of teachers to make any decisions was being seriously questioned.  
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Eagle High School teachers were being stripped of their professionalism through 

district mandates of scripted lessons, curriculum calendars and prescribed interactions 

among colleagues (i.e. team planning time). The Northside district administration were 

busy designing new ―teacher proof‖ lessons for the classroom, some even being 

completely computer based, so the student would have minimal interactions with the 

teacher. These scripted lessons were put in place with a curriculum calendar. The 

calendar was designed to keep all the teachers in the district on the same topic. The 

downfall of the calendar was that it did not provide enough flexibility for reteaching 

concepts. These district measures were then delivered to the teacher through the required 

team meetings. The meetings were very prescriptive and modeled with a say as I do 

attitude. The Critical Friends Groups were seen as a place to work collaboratively and 

learn from each other, to be your own curriculum maker (Clandinin & Connelly, 1992), 

rather than the conduit (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995; Craig, 2005) for the district 

mandates to the student.  

The previous year, the group worked on questions and how to ask questions, 

never wondering if we were asking the ―right‖ questions. While attending one of the 

school‘s Gold Medal programs, a graduate class focused on reflective practice, I jotted 

down the following: 

The biggest problem as Schön states is defining what the problem is – and most of 

the time it is only by starting the steps that you figure out that you do not have the 

problem correctly defined – therefore back to step one. (Journal entry, 9/21/99) 

Not understanding the problem is where many districts, schools, and teachers fail to meet 

the needs of the students. I have fallen prey to this dilemma myself. I was teaching a 
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lesson on coil hand building, and the students were just not getting it. I assumed they did 

not understand because they were not paying attention, so I rearranged all the students, 

created a new seating chart and tried again. I verbally went over the steps to creating a 

coil pot. Some students started, yet still many were unable to start.  I became frustrated 

and out of exasperation began building a coil pot myself. Suddenly, light bulbs went off 

and the students got it. A light bulb went off for me, too. I was not teaching to multiple 

ways of knowing; therefore, some of my tactile and visual learners needed that 

demonstration to understand. This was an a-ha moment in teaching, so I now try to 

include verbal and visual instructions with my projects. These teacher stories of coming 

to know—the idea of knowledge as something storied and re-storied in in situ contexts – 

are vital in working with adults. As Liz pointed out previously, we are open to criticism 

and reflective learning, but not everyone is at that/the same stage. 

Many of my experiences in teaching have centered on working with adults and 

adult learners (i.e. new teacher mentoring, student teachers), helping me grow as a coach. 

The CFG work was no exception, except that many of the participants have been my 

colleagues and friends for years. Learning to walk the fine lines of coach, colleague, and 

friend was both an asset and a challenge. While creating this new space for learning, I 

wrote: 

Teachers navigate the extremes differently – some try to do the same thing from 

year to year to minimize the variables – others like me – love to spice things up – 

by changing everything. Depending on the teacher and their personality – I think 

this is how they learn to navigate the waters. (Journal entry, 9/27/1999) 
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Learning how to provide a variety of spaces for the teachers to learn in the CFG was just 

as important as providing the space and variety of instruction in my classroom. As adults 

learning alongside of each other, coaches cannot assume that just because they are your 

colleagues that their understanding of a dilemma, theoretical article, or instructional 

methodology is the same. As a coach of adult learners, this became a part of my 

understanding and one way I had evolved in my learning. 

 The year soon became one of a challenge of time. I received a Fulbright teacher 

award to go to Japan for three weeks to learn about their education system. I was excited 

to learn about a culture and system that was regarded as one of the best in the world. 

While in Japan, I discussed the challenges we were facing at Eagle High School and 

responses from other teachers on the trip were eerily similar to my own narrative of 

experience, I noted: 

We are all facing similar problems in our schools and districts – tests dominating 

curriculum – too many benchmarks – students rebelling through gangs and 

graffiti, etc. – But I think some of the difference is most of these people are not 

looking to change their practice or education. (Journal entry, 10/7/1999) 

The October meeting of the 2
nd

 period CFG was on 10/27/1999 and Roy, Nancy, 

Ann, Sharon, Carolyn, and Tom were in attendance. The group conducted a text-based 

discussion using the article ―Seventeen Reasons Why Football Is Better Than High 

School.‖ The article was well-received and reminded teachers of some best practices in 

teaching. It also hit upon the idea of looking to teachers, coaches and lessons that were 

successful with our students and analyzing why, just as the article had teased out the 

reasons why football was successful with teaching and coaching students. 
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 The December 1, 1999 meeting was attended by Liz, Carolyn, Michelle, Roy, 

Ann, Susan, Tom, Ken, Jerome, and Sharon. The gathering opened with connections and 

each member received a packet of the CFG protocols. The packet was to be used in and 

out of the meeting times. The secondary purpose of the CFG work was hopefully to get 

teachers to use the protocols in the classroom as well as in their CFG meetings. The 

members then proceeded to go through a descriptive review of a student‘s work. 

 The following week on December 8, 1999, the group met again and Roy, Liz, 

Len, Sharon, Ann, Jerome, Michelle, and Nancy were all in attendance. The group had 

met again so quickly because Sharon was excited to present a dilemma to the group. 

Sharon presented a problem she was having with a systems unit in science. Sharon 

received feedback on her dilemma. Even though no other members of her CFG were 

science teachers, Sharon was amazed by the responses. She reflected aloud that it was all 

about teaching, not science and we all are professionals at that. 

 The next month the group met on January 3, 2000, during the district professional 

development day. Henry Richards was still trying to hold onto his dream school, or like 

some of us liked to call it ―Richards ISD.‖ The nickname, which the district found 

offensive, was thought to be appropriate by the teachers who believed in him and his 

vision for the school. Ann, Liz, Nancy, Sharon, Jerome, Veronica, Tom, and Roy were all 

participating that day. The agenda was not included in the school portfolio. 

Upon return from the Japan experience which was full of learning, understanding 

and reflection, I was ready to continue in the CFG work, but a personal tragedy occurred. 

My sister, Colleen, passed away. This event hit me even harder, because of the guilt I 

experienced.   At Thanksgiving, I had not returned to Cincinnati, the home of my parents 
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and family because I had just been away for three weeks in Japan, and I felt I had too 

much to do at school and in my personal life. I chose to skip the Thanksgiving trip and 

stay in Houston – and work.   I went to Cincinnati for the funeral and returned to school 

deflated and mechanically—even stoically—went through the motions until Christmas 

break.  

 Upon return to Houston and surviving the Y2K millennium new year, I knew the 

time had come to begin again. The ebb and flow of creating a ―perfect‖ CFG was a 

challenge, particularly as the year progressed and mandates overpowered other forms of 

learning. I was finding my writing focusing on the pressures from the state and scores. I 

mused: 

Eagle and Texas has had the testing issues with us since ―the beginning.‖ The 

other schools/states are just now having to deal with this and are trying to battle 

this kind of accountability – fighting the have to meet these kind of standards – 

Everything was great when they could present their results on their terms and 

have the ―stories‖ told – but when they have to be tested the same as everyone 

else….(Journal entry, 1/19/2000) 

As I continue to come to terms with what seems to be ―what always has been‖ (at least 

since I have been teaching in Texas, 1992) to ―the perceived utopia‖ of the CFG. The 

battle in my mind and in my school landscape continued between mandates of the district 

and best practices of the CFG work. In January, I compared the two in my journal. 

Eagle is run by rules rather than group norms – probably why we like CFG 

atmosphere – we like an established group with common values rather than the 

imposed rules of a ruler – or a principal. (Journal entry, 1/20/2000) 
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Interim Reflection 

Year 2 reflects how the grand narrative of education can change the course of a 

school, even a Gold Medal school. This year also reflects how adult learning and student 

learning are not the same, but can and do inform each other and learn from each other. This 

year was a year of reflective moments that changed a teaching and coaching career. 

The work of the Critical Friends Group seemed to almost disappear, although we still met 

for the rest of the year the work became stagnate. My personal reflections were lost to 

paperwork and documentation. Thinking about Henry‘s metaphor for testing, I felt that 

the sad news for the kingdom and its subjects was that the dragon‘s mistress (the district) 

had won. The threats from state and district personnel that school funding could be 

compromised and the already strict oversight would become even stricter provided a 

metaphorical noose around Henry‘s neck, and the knight/king was successfully 

overthrown and banished. Henry Richards, our knight and principal, left the school in the 

second year of a five-year grant cycle and in the middle of Eagle‘s high school 

transformation. Who would be the new principal and would he or she be an 

advocate/knight or a challenger/jester here to do the dragon and his mistress‘s bidding?  

Although the imagery is set as a fairy tale, the reality of the school milieu was that 

teachers and administrators were being slain because of test scores, and as time would 

tell, this was only a precursor to the suffering a nation would face and still does today. 

 



116 

 

 

 

 

Year 3 - 2000-2001 

Figure 5: Year 3 CFG story constellation visual representation 
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The air was full of anticipation and apprehension. There was a new principal.  

What would this change in the leadership at Eagle High School mean for the reform 

work, the grant funder, and our CFG work? I went back to Houston early to meet the new 

instructional leader and to hear him articulate his vision for the school. I also had a 

hidden agenda:  I wanted to be sure that he was aware of the good work the teachers were 

doing and to help him transition into his new leadership role with the goals of CFG 

already in place as part of his plan. 

I made an appointment to meet with my new principal before I was scheduled to 

return to school on contract. It was already feeling odd. I had never before had to make 

an appointment, because the previous principal had an open door policy. I spoke at length 

about all the events, committees, and Critical Friends work that had been happening the 

past two years. He had been an assistant principal during the previous year, but had had 

little interest in participating in any form or function in the Gold Medal reform initiatives. 

I also offered to help in the opening of school staff development. I wanted to continue 

with our successful and high energy learning days, but also wanted to help solidify the 

continuation of the CFG processes and concepts. After the meeting, I wrote the 

following: 

He [the new principal] gave me a book to read – because I suggested our staff 

development center around this – to build a common language – and since not all 

are participating in a CFG group – this would allow for growth. (Journal entry, 

7/6/2000) 

I was not excited about the upcoming opening of school as I had been in the past, but my 

foot was in the door as a result of our meeting, and I was being an active participant in 
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the future direction of Eagle High School. I went away from the meeting feeling that I 

would have all the duties and responsibilities but very little support. The scores were 

better and we were still considered acceptable with the state rating. His goal seemed to be 

to raise the test scores, not so much as to help the students, but to keep the district 

personnel out of his building. That same day I jotted in my journal, ―To have the 

responsibility for change and no authority seems to be my biggest problem right now‖ 

(Journal entry, 7/6/2000). It was going to add a new challenge in dealing with adults on 

campus. 

 One of the challenges was getting meetings started again. The CFG was 

struggling under the new leadership. Everything, including CFG, would have to be 

renegotiated. Structures and systems that were in place no longer existed, and it seems to 

the serfs that the kingdom was changing, and sometimes changing just for the mere 

reason that because someone else had started it, it had to go. 

The CFG group that Tina Flowers and I coach was going to continue, just with a 

later start date. Our first meeting would be in October. The principal had laid out his 

vision, or as I sarcastically wrote in my journal on September 10, 2000, ―principal started 

out with a list of demands for the year, all centered around raising the TAAS scores and 

lowering the dropout rate and having a higher attendance‖ (Journal entry, 9/10/2000). I 

wondered where the demand for better teachers and demonstration of best practices was. 

Where was the demand to develop cycles of inquiry? Where was the demand for teachers 

and students to be responsible for their learning?  These were but a few of the questions 

whirling around in my head. 
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I decided that the only person who could demand things from me was me. I called 

a meeting of all the CFG coaches on the campus and was amazed on how deflated and 

disenchanted I could become from one session, so quickly. After the meeting, I wrote, 

―had a CFG Coaches meeting today – what a waste – hardly anyone likes to do work – all 

seem lazy – so I am going to take time for myself‖ (Journal entry, 9/27/2000). How was I 

going to be able to build a knowledge community on such a large campus when I seemed 

to be failing on a much smaller scale with my CFG?  

The group had previously, in 1998, developed a set of norms, which were: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

t to speak – ―to pass‖ 

 

 

The norms were guidelines in which the CFG decided to work, to help build a shared 

knowledge base, and always a shared way of working together. If the members are 

included in the process, as these group members were, this helps promote ―good 

citizenship.‖ Notice that one norm of the group was confidentiality. This norm was 

defined further to mean that a ―she said this‖ or ―he said that‖ would not happen, but 
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learning from the group would or could be used publically to promote the CFG work on 

campus. 

The October 4, 2000 meeting agenda read as follows: 

1. Revisit norms 

2. Ice Breaker – 2 truths and a lie 

3. Powerful Learning 

4. Group characteristics of powerful learning 

5. Connections 

6. Next step – plan for next month 

In attendance were Cheryl, Tyriq, Simon, Kathryn, Tina, Jane (late), Veronica, Genna, 

Sharon, and Michaelann. As the coach, I took notes during the meeting, specifically on 

the group‘s ideas on powerful learning. We were just beginning the process of defining 

what this concept looked like in education and our own milieu. My unedited notes from 

10/4/00 list the group‘s characteristics of powerful learning as they were conveyed from 

the members: 

Not done in isolation (interactive) 

Continuous/deepening/strengthening of understanding 

Laced with reality 

Changes you – aha- epiphany 

Passion 

Common characteristics of positive engagement 

Caring 

Determination 
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Power to overcome failures 

Stick to it‖ness‖ 

Close relationship 

Mutual respect 

Interactive 

Open-ended 

Influence is finite (limited) (sphere of influence) 

Would deepen your understanding 

Life lessons – more important than fact 

Moral and ethical component 

Acceptance of yourself 

Love (from your heart) 

Passion 

Personal positive interaction 

Isolation 

After the CFG meeting on 10/4/2000, I went home and described in my journal 

how the meeting had made me feel: 

The CFG meeting today went really well – the big picture is really coming along. 

The first meeting we talked about our personal goals and working to define our 

group goal. We have decided that our group is going: 1) To develop more positive 

engagements and 2) work smarter rather than work harder. We worked at this 

month in developing our definition of what is powerful learning and work to 

combine our stories of personal engagement and using a VENN diagram to 
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develop characteristics that we will look for in student work and peer 

observations. We are working to develop our definition to know what we are 

looking for in our documentation and evidence. Where are we going in our group? 

(Journal entry, 10/4/2000) 

The CFG was working towards a goal and a product, something they could say they had a 

hand in creating. This may be the reason that this year has a different energy. The past 

two years we were flailing about trying to figure out who we were as teachers and 

colleagues, and what we knew or even had in common.  But this year, the third year of 

our reform work, we had personal goals, group goals and a vision for who we were as 

educators. I was even stopped by one of the members, Jane Shoort, Mathematics 

Department Chair and Testing Coordinator, later in the week, on October 7, 2000 and 

recorded the highlights in my journal. She told me:  

I had had a great CFG meeting, and she had been in a benchmarks meeting till 

4:15pm. She usually would be tired and stressed – and just want to go home – but 

not that day – she was so excited about finding out what was going on in the 

group and joining in – just being a part. (Journal entry, 10/7/2000) 

I was so thrilled that Jane had taken the time to let me how she felt about the meeting. 

You sometimes sit in a meeting and think it was fabulous or that it bombed, but unless 

you get feedback and share the responses of your group, it is just your perspective. I 

determined that I was going to solicit more responses from the group and begin including 

more reflection. I thought this would help me in coaching the group as well as the 

members‘ self reflection. 
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I began wondering about my growth as a person, and I felt that I could contribute 

that to a few members of my CFG over the years. One member is Roy Boudreaux, a 

fellow art teacher, I mentioned him specifically in my journal. I pointed out: 

...one thing I can thank Roy for – over the years he has made me a much stronger 

person and taught me how to say what I feel and how to stand up for what is right 

and wrong – that has made me a much stronger person. 

I continued later in that same entry: 

I definitely have not written as much this year. I think that is also because of Roy 

– since we are both in the movement together now – we just discuss things as they 

happen…(Journal entry, 10/14/2000) 

Yet even with the support of Roy and others in the CFG, I was not able to just turn 

toward the group and focus my efforts there. My personal goals and vision for Eagle 

High School were disintegrating. As I bemoaned the new principal and his agenda,  

I feel powerless almost every day – I see the school and my personal 

empowerment slipping away – as the doors to administrative and faculty 

collaboration keep getting shut – the helplessness is growing…(Journal entry, 

10/17/2000) 

I tried to keep working and focused my efforts on my CFG and the programs I could 

control. My CFG became an escape from the stress of the accountability paperwork, top 

down directives, and professional development for the masses as we collaborated on our 

powerful learning and positive engagement concept. 
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The next meeting was held on November 1, 2000, and the following group 

members were in attendance: Cheryl, Tyriq, Simon, Jane, Tina, Maty, Veronica, Genna, 

Sharon, Michaelann, Barry and Jennifer. The agenda was: 

1. Revisit norms 

2. Go over group characteristics of powerful learning 

3. Share our stories of positive engagement with students 

4. Venn diagram of common characteristics of both engagement and powerful 

learning 

5. Look at student work 

6. Next step 

What are the characteristics of positive engagement that the members in the CFG look for 

in their classrooms and/or say in the classroom? The responses were: 

TF – encouraging word or positive 

TF – might not be instant gratification 

JS – might remember that engagement 

JS – encouraging words to go beyond 

CC – Teach you how to love students 

CC – Learn to bring in students 

TC – Help students to see the other side of a situation – help students to build the 

skills they need 

SL – quest – seeking guidance 

TF – with love and compassion 

SL – Adults seem to spend a lot with them 
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TC – firm and stern 

TF – be authentic 

SL – motivate a student to go beyond 

JE – helping a student – through parents – and more communication 

KC – journaling with a student 

These responses, along with the information from the October meeting, would 

become the diagram the group would use in peer observations and looking at teacher and 

student work. Cheryl responded to the meeting notes, ―This was an excellent session – I 

like how you captured the text.‖ 

It seems as though the group was on the right track, and our conversations were 

changing and evolving. I was most impressed with the change in conversations in the 

faculty lounge and hallways. There had been a shift among a small group of faculty 

members involved in the reform work. The conversations around the popcorn table were 

more about ideas and concepts in curriculum and instruction and less about discipline and 

management of ―bad‖ students. I wondered if this is noticeable to others or if I was just 

seeing what I want to see.  

I was unable to attend the next meeting, but Tina, the other coach in the group 

handled everything. The agenda for the December 6, 2000, meeting was to conduct a 

consultancy protocol (this is a prescribed process for the teacher to present their dilemma 

and the group members delve deeper into it and reflect on the question and offer 

possibilities). Members in attendance were C. Craig, J. Jackson, G. Duster, K. Coal, T. 

Flowers, S. Cosenza, S. Latter, B. Dogan, V. Jugheed, and M. Boblen.  
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Tina facilitated the consultancy based upon Sharon‘s question: Are there effective 

ways we can implement student voice at Eagle? If so, what are they? I received an email 

from Tina Flowers letting me know the CFG meeting went quite well. We had good 

discussion on student voice/power. The best comment of the afternoon was ―A voice is 

no good unless there‘s an ear to listen.‖ I thought about this and felt that was maybe my 

frustration also. I was becoming disenfranchised with the system, and no one was 

listening. At least I had my fellow coaches. 

In January, I attended the local CFG regional meeting of coaches, where we were 

asked as the opening activity to finish this sentence. My coaching is like ―Dr Jekyll and 

Mr. Hyde.‖ Sometimes I am a great facilitator and do exactly as I am suppose to and then 

out of the darkness the ‗bad,‘ ‗controlling,‘ and ‗domineering‘ person emerges. How do I 

learn to balance being a guide and facilitator and calling the plays like a coach? Later that 

same day, I realized that many of the regional coaches were struggling with the same 

dilemma. I scrawled, ―Seems like coaches are struggling – between trying to be active 

and struggling to be great‖ (Journal entry, 1/27/2001). The coach must find that balance 

in a group of adults between facilitating and coaching.  

The CFG meeting in February focused on the question: does the Venn diagram 

reflect our two goals of understanding powerful learning experiences and positive 

engagement? I immediately jotted down, ―Seems the deeper we get into this the more 

questions I get rather than answers‖ (Journal entry, 2/5/11). After that, the members in 

attendance: Simon, Drew, Kelley, Latter, Craig, Jugheed, Duster, Boblen, Coal, Camper, 

Flowers (Evaluators: E. Canola and S. Manvalle) participated in a Tuning Protocol of the 
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CFG‘s portfolio. The focusing question was how does the portfolio relate to student 

achievement? 

The members asked clarifying questions and then proceeded to give warm and 

cool feedback. Warm feedback are positive comments about the artifact, and cool 

feedback are given as suggestions or probing reflective questions. The group‘s responses 

in this case were: 

Warm Feedback Cool Feedback 

 Good organization 

 A lot of info. 

 Covers the fall meeting accurately 

 How good it feels to be a part of the 

CFG 

 Represents how we are more than 

numbers and standardized tests 

 Very CFG literate 

 Add color 

 Add more pictures 

 I wonder if the work would be 

evident to someone else outside the 

CFG 

 Do narration sheets 

 Provide some kind of walking guide 

 A narrative would be helpful 

because now it is difficult to piece 

together 

 What kind of narration would be 

helpful 

 An overall description of what was 

done and what kind of work 

 A summary of quotes 

 Summary of what people learned 
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 Add the human side 

 A 3-ring binder would be better to 

see things 

 

When I started feeling overwhelmed with all the questions in my head and was 

unsure of what to do and how to handle problems in CFG and school reform, I turned to 

an epiphany I had early in the reform and CFG work: Go to the theory to help support the 

practical – the two walk hand-in-hand. I began reading an article by Fullan (1998) 

entitled ―Leadership for the 21
st
 Century: Breaking the Bonds of Dependency.‖ I pulled a 

quote that helped me put what was happening on my campus into perspective. ―Small 

groups of selected reformers apparently seldom influence their peers…they just create an 

even greater gap between themselves and others that eventually becomes impossible to 

bridge‖ (Journal entry, 2/16/01). I was seeing this happen; the CFG members willing to 

experiment and take risks were becoming a group unto themselves. The rest of the school 

seemed to be falling farther and farther behind on the journey. Yet, this quote from the 

same article gave me pause that maybe we were going to be okay. Fullan wrote, ―Schools 

put themselves in the driver‘s seat when they invest in professional development and 

collaborative cultures that focus on student learning and associated improvement in 

instructional practices‖ (Journal entry, 2/16/01). This is what I believe we are trying to do 

with the CFG work. 

While reading other articles, I transcribed this quote from Newman and Wehlage 

(1995): 

Table 1: Warm and Cool Feedback from the CFG meeting 
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the very clear research finding that student achievement increases substantially in 

schools with collaborative work cultures that foster a professional learning 

community among teachers and others, focus continuously on improving 

instructional practices in light of student performance data, and link to external 

standards and staff development support (Newman & Wehlage, 1995, p. 37) 

I reflected on the quotes and articles in my journal: 

These articles will help give a research foundation to the CFG work – but we are 

still struggling with basic principles/concepts – such as what is student 

achievement beyond the test scores that seem to rule our school – it is getting so 

bad at school that we don‘t even address it anymore – we have no answer or 

parameters to define student achievement or student learning so we avoid it. 

(Journal entry, 2/16/01) 

When were we going to have the hard conversations and address the concerns of these 

standardized tests and state report cards? I determined that the new research articles were 

going to be part of our next meeting. 

The March 7, 2001, CFG meeting was attended by: T. Camper, T. Flowers, S. 

Cosenza, B. Dogan, C. Craig, D. Curley, J. Shoort, S. Latter, G. Duster, V. Jugheed, and 

myself. The agenda was to connect before spring break and have a text-based discussion 

on the article by Fullan. The group decided to take the articles and read them over the 

break. 

I dashed off a quick entry on the plane, ―I can sit – relax and read – I don‘t even 

read for enjoyment anymore – I read to push my learning – well maybe – sometimes I 

read to reinforce what I am already doing – what our school is already doing.‖ Later on 
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that same page I scribbled, ―The Nation at Risk report barely mentions teachers – when 

teachers are referred to it is as a deficit and how to get better ones‖ (Journal entry, 

3/10/01). I was having a hard time coming to terms with what was going on in my life 

and the literature I was reading. I was working 12-14 hour days coordinating the reform 

work, teaching six classes a day, and coaching a group of colleagues. I was on a plane 

going on vacation, and I was reading articles to improve myself and my school, yet my 

government saw me as a deficit. I was shocked, hurt and bewildered.  

My response to being seen as a deficit was to work harder and to prove I was an 

asset. I tried to make the work of Eagle High School public. I submitted proposals to 

present at conferences and pushed my colleagues to work harder also. Members of the 

reform team, along with four other schools they collaborated with on portfolio work, 

were accepted to present at the American Education Research Association Conference 

(AERA). My response to the news and the work, ―…what was I thinking – but on the 

other hand it shows /proves that we are more successful when we work in collaboration 

(Journal entry, 4/5/01). 

Always looking inward for personal growth, I found this written in my journal 

after a conversation with Tina Flowers, another coach in the group. She ―described me – 

as a risk taker, yet she lets me know that I am not always open to others or I am perceived 

that way. I even made an effort at the last CFG meeting to step back and listen and let 

things happen…‖ (Journal entry, 4/7/2001). I am going to have to make a concerted effort 

to be more of that ear listening, rather than the voice [speaking]. I wonder if I let go if the 

group could begin to fly. 
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In my commitment to making my teaching and the reform work at Eagle High 

School public, I prepared for our school portfolio presentation at AERA, along with four 

other schools. I noted ―the commonality among our portfolios is the reflection, 

collaboration, and teacher knowledge‖ (Journal entry, 4/12/01). The work, although 

different at all five schools, still showed that we were all accomplishing the same thing.  

Maybe I didn‘t have to worry so much if I was doing everything the ―right‖ way. 

After the presentation and during the question and answer period, an audience 

member questioned, ―How do you get buy-in for CFG?‖ I responded, ―If we show it 

makes a difference – it grows. It takes time.‖ While Liz, another coach on the campus, 

replied, ―50 out of the 140 faculty are now open to critiques‖ (Journal entry, 4/13/2001). 

Liz pointed out how the tide was turning on the campus and how teachers were able to 

understand and embrace the benefits of the CFG work in building reflective practices and 

collaboration among teachers. 

I found a page in my journal written by Simon, a CFG member and soon-to-be 

coach. He had decided to attend training this summer and take Tina‘s position when she 

retired at the end of the year. He used a personality tool, called Compass points, from an 

early CFG meeting. Each compass point describes a different personality type. Simon 

describes each point below. The function of the activity is to determine the personalities 

of the group members, so the coach can better meet the needs of the group when planning 

agendas. Simon used this instrument to describe the core members of the group. He 

reminisces: 

It has become apparent why the four of us work well together – our strengths 

cover our weaknesses: 
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North is Liz – the headstrong ―Just do it‖ action woman. We‘ll think about 

consequences later, but we have to act now. Our activist. 

South is me (Simon) – the nurturer. Is everyone all right? How do you feel today? 

Can‘t we all get along? 

East – Abbie – the philosopher; Ask us really, what does it say…she keeps us in 

check. 

West – Michaelann – the organizer. The implementer. She keeps us honest. And 

working. Our documenter, our leader. 

Liz will be in Scotland next year. I have some trepidation – what will the 

group be like? How will the work change? Exactly what role will Liz‘s exchange 

teacher play? What will we do without our North? Our lead compass bearing? 

(Journal entry, 4/20/01) 

Simon‘s descriptions of each of the four group members reflected not only our 

personalities, but more importantly how we were functioning as a group. Simon‘s 

tensions were valid, and I wondered if he was foreshadowing a year of missteps and 

challenges?  

The last meeting of the CFG was upon us. There were going to be major changes 

the next year. Some of the members were leaving Eagle, others had already said they 

would not have the time next year, but the greatest loss was going to be the retirement of 

Tina, coach and colleague. I penned this after her last meeting. 

Tina is retiring this year, and it has hit her and many of us very hard. Annenberg 

has really helped us break down some of the walls and learn about people outside 
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of my department. For 6 years Tina was untapped information and friendship for 

me. (Journal entry, 5/12/01) 

I was dreading the changes for the next year. Tina would be retired, and Liz would be in 

Scotland.  How would this affect the CFG work? I wrote in my journal: 

What am I going to do – sometimes I need to be told what to do, I know the 

answer is – well most of the time – that‘s why I need my North… Liz. Liz is 

much more of a visionary and I am definitely a worker bee. I like to build off an 

idea or thought. Liz comes up with the idea. (Journal entry, 5/14/01) 

I called Liz when I realized all the changes and was at a loss for how to handle the 

situation. As she settled me down a little, I jotted down her thoughts: 

Abbie will help and step up to pick up some of the void – but even though some 

of the other senses will compensate for the loss of one; it is not the same. 

I also realized that Simon had been really stepping up and taking an active role. I 

continued my writing: 

Simon has really seen that I have been taken care of – in more ways than one. He 

has been friend, colleague, and support system 

I continued on my writing rampage of what to do: 

How are the four of us going to live apart? Even when I go home in the summer – 

I call Liz. Guess I will be calling Abbie and Simon. 

Who will be the person and to think outside the box for the students? I mused: 

Will I think about the kids and what is best for them – before I think about how 

we are going to get it done? Or how are we going to pay for it? (Journal entry, 

514/2001) 
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Liz wrote in the journal: ―As the – ‗North‘ or ‗orange‘ of the group, I‘m the natural one 

to make the first move. As Simon wrote earlier, I‘m the one who acts now and thinks 

about the consequences later‖ (Journal entry, 5/18/01). Liz was the natural one to go off 

and experience a new professional landscape in Scotland. She is truly the risk taker of the 

group. Abbie, ever the philosophical, wrote, ―Once someone shares experiences with you 

they never really go away. These experiences will become treasures that last a lifetime‖ 

(Journal entry, 5/20/01). Our dynamic will be changing next year. 

During the last meeting, all the members present answered some reflective 

questions to put in the school portfolio. The responses from the members were as extreme 

as the personalities in the group. Although like-minded people tend to keep to the status 

quo, it is the diversity of thinkers that really contribute to the continued success of the 

CFG.  

CFG Member, years of teaching experience, years 

at Eagle, and years in a CFG 

How has it made a difference in you? 

Tina – 32 years teaching exp. – 23 years at IKE – 3 

years as CFG coach 

It has kept me fresh! 

My students have a voice! They know 

they are the priority. 

CFG keeps my mind active! 

Michaelann – 9 years teaching exp. – 9 years at IKE – 

3 years in CFG 

CFG has allowed me to get back to my 

roots. Working to make myself a better 

teacher is why I am here to make my 

students better people. I teach art but 

most of my kids are not going to be 

artists – so I teach them time 

management, responsibility, and 

working with others. These are the skills 

needed to success in life and work. 

It has made such a difference in my life 

and teaching. 

I am also very thrilled to spend time 

with my colleagues and learn about 

what is going on in their lives and 

classrooms. This has broken the 

isolation down at Eagle. 
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Barry Dogan – Geometry – 24 years teaching 

experience – first year at IKE 

It has made me feel closer to the staff 

and I have met people that I otherwise 

would not have met. It gave me time to 

reflect and a chance to get stuff off my 

chest. 

Jane Shoort – Math DC/TAAS specialist – 24 years 

experience – 17 at IKE – 2 in CFG 

CFG has caused me to reflect more 

about teacher/student interactions and 

the impact the interactions have upon 

learning. The intellectual calisthenics, 

regarding the educational process, have 

made me more aware of the impact we 

can have upon the system. I realize that 

I make the we important. 

Cheryl Craig – Curriculum Theory - 25 years 

teaching experience – 4 years at IKE – 5 years in 

CFG 

One thing that has been evident in the 

group is the need for ―safe spaces‖ not 

only for teachers but also for students. 

Another point that continually comes to 

the fore is the need to connect the 

personal and the professional. This 

appears to be a fundamental human 

characteristic – ―true‖ for the teachers, 

―true‖ for their students, and ―true‖ for 

me. Something to think about: how 

teachers learn in community – why is it 

important and how to show (we already 

know) how it impacts student learning. 

Genna – Math, Science & SS – 26 years experience – 

23 at IKE – CFG 2 years 

We did not follow where the path led. 

We instead went where there was no 

path and left a trail. 

We encouraged students to grow in their 

education and expand their minds. We 

challenged them to their fullest potential 

without pushing them beyond – over 

their limits. 

It is a pleasing feeling to find at every 

turning of the road, a strong helping 

hand of a comrade helping me onward 

with my load. 

Veronica – Life Skills – 30 years of teaching exp. – 

10 years at IKE and 2 years of CFG 

The highest reward for our toil is not 

what we get for it but rather what our 

students become by it. 

Maty – Science – 21 years of teaching experience – 9 

at IKE and 1 CFG 

As a first year member I‘ve enjoyed the 

interaction of the group. The working 

processes used in CFG have guided my 

thinking of class activities. 
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Sharon – science – five years teaching experience – 

five years at IKE – three years in CFG 

I love the CF process and protocols. We 

analyze, contribute ideas, and basically 

make everything better than it was when 

we started Especially ourselves. 

We speak to one another openly, 

respectfully and without fear. Priceless! 

CFG makes me happy! 

M. Drew Curly – 4 years of experience – 4 at IKE – 1 

CFG exp. 

The CFG has introduced me to new 

ideas, strategies, and techniques that 

have worked for other teachers in their 

classrooms. In some cases, these new 

approaches have enabled are to 

positively impact my students. I feel that 

I have become a more effective teacher 

as a result this collaboration. In 

addition, I have relieved built up 

stress/tension by talking and listening to 

my CFG members. This has been a very 

positive experience for me. 

Simon – math – 6 years of teaching experience - 4 

years at IKE – 2 years in CFG 

I was able to present student work to the 

group. Not only was I able to improve 

that particular project, but I was able to 

pull suggestions made in the protocol 

and make my other work better. 

Personally, I feel like I was able to build 

relationships with people from outside 

my department and that is rare. 

Tyriq Camper – math – 4 years experience and 4 

years at IKE and 2 CFG 

CFGs have allowed me to open up my 

classroom and my mind. By allowing 

others into my class and seeing my kids 

work it helps me improve upon my 

teaching. They give constructive 

criticism and positive feedback. It also 

allows me to vent. Because I get new 

ideas and feedback from other CFG 

members, It has made me a better 

teacher. That in turn makes for better 

learning for my kids. I can reach more 

students because I now think outside of 

the box. 

 

 

Table 2: End of year reflections 



137 

 

 

The reflections from the CFG members represent the discoveries of their own 

learnings and the shared ways of knowing in the group, the relationships that were 

forged, and the space created to take a risk and how these experiences were lived in their 

classrooms.  

Long after school had let out, four of us met at a local café to chat and drink 

coffee, but as with other times when we are together, school became the topic of 

conversation. We were discussing the reflections from the group and I scribbled in my 

journal, ―CFG has had multi-level impact‖ (Journal entry, 6/15/01). I think the depth of 

the work was hard to measure, but was definitely affecting some of the teachers in the 

group.  

After three years of coaching a group, I was asked to submit an article to City 

School reform about the work of Critical Friends Groups and publish in their July 2001 

newsletter.  

Critical Friends in a Constant State of Becoming Better  

―The discoveries I made were that as a teacher. I had to be in a constant state 

inquiry and always striving to become a better teacher for my students.‖ 

―I find one of the strongest arenas for this enlightment is through Critical Friends 

Group work. As a coach and member, I work with my colleagues to discover the answers 

that lie within us.‖ 

―We discuss, we build and we struggle to make ourselves better and in turn make 

our school a better place. Knowing that there are more questions than answers and 

trusting the process has helped me to come closer to enlightenment.‖ 
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Interim Reflection 

Year 3 saw some changes, new relationships being forged and some friendships 

moving on. It was the movement in thinking of a small group of teachers that made me 

reflect. I was interested in their involvement and their comments on my growth as a coach. 

Tina became a mirror, a reflective tool, for my continued reflection and growth. 

―The work is not glamorous; we work after school with no extrinsic benefits, no 

special respect, and no badge to signify membership in this group. What exists is a close 

group of teachers from various disciplines, various age groups, various experiences and 

various philosophical backgrounds. These teachers meet and work together to become 

better instructors for their students. The only badge worn is an internal one of honor – 

across the heart. It is this honor for a profession and courage to seek and foster new 

knowledge and skills necessary to meet the changing needs of our students; this is the 

honor badge of a good teacher. 

(Published 7/29/01 – newsletter for Houston Annenberg Challenge Newsletter) 
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 Figure 6: Year 4 CFG story constellation visual representation 

Year 4 - 2001-2002 
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I had been working intensely for the previous three years with a core group of 

teachers at Eagle High School to make the school a better place for students through the 

Gold Medal reform initiatives, which included Critical Friends Groups on campus. The 

group had created its own instrument to access the learning in the classrooms of its 

members. The pressure of the standardization of teacher assessments, as well as the 

student assessments spawned the initiative of the group to find an alternative way to 

measure success. This alternative, because it was developed by our group, was 

considered a more accurate way of evaluating our success as teachers. The members were 

becoming critical friends and informal dialogue and reflection were becoming a part of 

the everyday routines. The formal CFG meetings were still successful, but what was our 

goal as a group? This question would come up many times over the years. 

Over those same years, I had seen considerable change on the political 

educational landscape. The Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), the state‘s 

prescribed curriculum and list of objectives that should be covered by instruction, became 

the foundation of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) test that was 

administered annually from 1991-2002. While at a staff development during my summer 

vacation, I jotted a quick overview of the relationship between the state‘s curriculum, its 

standardized testing, and the state-established proficiency rate over the past years.  

Years TEKS/Testing relationship 

1997-98 TEKS year of grace 

1998-99 TEKS – no new material 

1999-00 Fair Game all TEKS 

2000-01 State lowered the conversion chart – could miss 32 out of 60 this year 

2001-02 State lowered the conversion chart – could miss 32 out of 60 this year (governor‘s 

election year) 



141 

 

 

 

 

How was this year of testing and change going to influence my work with my 

students and the work in the CFG? My CFG, which I was a coach had a large percentage 

of mathematics teachers, including my new co-coach, Simon. The stress and pressure of 

high stakes testing were part of their daily lives because of annual state testing: whereas, 

my concerns were different because I taught a non-tested and elective area – art. I turned 

to Liz and Abbie as I had in years past to get their input on the changes for the upcoming 

school year. In July 2001, before Liz left for her teacher exchange, four of us met for 

lunch. Simon and I asked Liz and Abbie questions about the reform movement and 

coaching. I had the following penned in my journal from that lunch conversation: 

We asked them [Liz and Abbie] many of the same questions we asked ourselves 

[Simon and me]...and their answers were very similar to what Simon and I have 

discussed – very strange yet very comforting – we have all worked together and 

come up with a common language, vision and yet maintain various ways of 

getting there. (Journal entry, 7/20/01) 

I was coming to an understanding that in a group of diverse thinkers, such as a CFG, 

moving forward is moving forward, even though not everyone will be at the same place 

on the continuum at the same time. Members, including myself, will change and evolve 

within the group and outside of the group. These teachers‘ stories and my stories of them 

as teachers will be storied and restoried throughout the years. Recent events started me 

thinking that maybe my personality was too engrained in who I am that I could not 

change.  However, a series of interactions – the lunch mentioned above, the journal entry 

Table 3: TEKS/Testing Relationship 
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and finally a letter from the funder – gave me pause to reflect and restory my story as a 

CFG coach. I wrote: 

While facilitating, with another coach whom I had never worked with before at a 

regional conference, I wrote: 

What was my role? – I found it very disturbing that – the scribe – was indicating 

that I was the ―leader‖ – ―co-leader‖ because I know I initially made an effort to 

sit back and try not to take over. Then I also made many attempts to build on what 

was said to include others and not be the center – where it seems I am and have a 

tendency to gravitate towards the center of things. (Journal entry, 7/20/2001) 

This quality can be good in a leader and decision maker, but this trait is not always best 

for a CFG coach looking to bring together a group of colleagues and engage everyone in 

the conversation. Just when I doubted my role, actions, and overall work as a coach, I 

received note from one of the program directors of the City School Reform. Josephine 

wrote: 

In many ways I believe local CFG work has attracted the brightest and most 

accomplished professional educators around. You epitomize knowledge and 

understand leadership and integrity. (Personal communication, 7/20/2001) 

The way others see you and the way you perceive yourself can be so different. My self-

told (inner-told) CFG coach story was different from the story told of me as a coach. I 

began to appreciate the notion that self-reflection can help you grow and learn, but it only 

gives you one perspective – your own. The realization that multi-perspectives from 

valued colleagues would allow a greater space for change and shared coaching 
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knowledge was a new way of thinking. This new knowledge could change the dialogue in 

my group, in the school and with the schools involved in the reform work across the city. 

The 2001-2002 school year started with pressures from the state to raise test 

scores and to close the achievement gap between our African-American males and their 

white counterparts. These accountability pressures, along with CSR changes in funding 

and reporting requirements which included an outside evaluator coming on campus to 

observe all, made for an interesting start of the year. Simon wrote: ―we are an active 

campus – we‘re doing so much work in the reform effort, we should be able to easily get 

continued funding‖ (Personal communication, 8/30/01). I agreed with Simon‘s 

observation and then like always questioned myself. Are we doing too much? Are we too 

diverse in our implementation? Are we doing the same old thing, or are opportunities for 

teachers and students different enough? Liz was gone this year, and I worried, ―I lean on 

Liz for energy, she sparks my creativity – I feed off her ideas and then try to create ones 

that could work for the whole school‖ (Journal entry, 8/30/01). I am counting on others 

stepping in this year and supporting me and the reform work. 

When the new documentation and evidence requirements were added to the 

funders‘ mandates, we were not worried. We had been working on creating school 

portfolios for the past three years and had started small group portfolios the year before. I 

was happy to comply with the new documentation requirements, and Simon, as the co-

coach of the group (Tina had retired the previous year), was ecstatic. He loved creating, 

writing, and making public the work of Eagle High School, his alma mater. One of the 

first entries in the group portfolio was a list of two presentations members had been 

involved in during the school year. 
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Presentation: Conference for the Advancement of Mathematics Teaching 2002 

By: Simon Cosenza and Michaelann Kelley 

Title: Looking at Student Work in Professional Learning Communities 

Description: A CFG helps overcome isolation by looking at teacher and student work and 

using this collective expertise to make classroom practices better. 

Presentation: Coalition of Essential School Fall Forum 2001 

By: Sharon Latter and Jaclyn Tran (IKE students) 

Title: Advisory at IKE 

Description: Eagle High School students participate in an advisory period weekly. The 

students and alongside their advisors create the weekly lessons based on the needs of the 

students. The students run the program and use protocols to tune their work. 

 

 

 

The presentations were the culmination of a year of work in the school, classroom, and 

the Critical Friends Group processes. The following is the path that was taken over this 

school year. 

Our first meeting was September 5, 2001, and members in attendance were 

Genna, Veronica, Jerome, Tyriq, Maty Boblen, Simon, Cheryl, Jaclyn, Sharon and me. 

Reflecting before the meeting, I wondered who was going to be back in the group this 

year, if we would invite any new members, and especially, what new learning was ahead 

of us.  

This first meeting was all about reconnecting and defining our personal goals for 

this year. We each reflected in our personal journals, I wrote: 

I would like to manage my class time better – seems I either rush to get things 

finished or have too much spare time. I would also like to have more students 

Table 4: Presentations by CFG members 
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publically displaying their wares. Still feel after ten years I am still teaching 

manners – is this what Gloria Ladson-Billings is talking about? (Journal entry, 

9/5/01) 

Reflecting on my personal goals, I was still trying to find ways to manage 

students when I wanted to be focused on being a curriculum maker. As a CFG group, we 

had developed a consensus on the type of evidence we would see in a powerful learning 

landscape, yet I was still focused on discipline and classroom management.  During that 

first meeting for the school year, the group shared some of their personal goals and 

discussed possible ways to succeed in meeting the challenges that stood in front of us.  

Hope was in the air. Later in the month, Simon and I met to plan for the next CFG 

meeting. We worked on a matrix for conducting classroom ghost visits (I will define 

later) and reviewing the protocol. We left the meeting confident in our plan (Meeting 

notes, 9/26/01); I ended that weekend by ―going on a CFG retreat – of sorts, with the 

NSRF in Bloomington, IN – the agenda says it is going to focus on Equity. What is 

Equity?‖ (Journal entry, 9/29/01). I was excited at the prospect of working with coaches 

from all over the country and the opportunity to explore the concept of equity as it 

paralleled the goals of the school to close the achievement gap.  

The retreat opened with Faith Dunne, one of the founders of the Critical Friends 

Group work at Annenberg, who stated, ―Leadership is the most important thing‖ 

(Personal communication, 9/30/01). These six words stuck with me, and became part of 

my ongoing reflection and will become a recurring these over the years.  The next day, 

writing and turning in my daily reflection sheet as is tradition in CFG and NSRF work, I 

wrote on my 3-part NCR reflection sheet: 
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I am struggling – which I guess is good to come to an understanding of what we 

are doing; where we are going – how will I know when I get there? I also love 

how at this session. We have a variety in age – and years of experience that will 

help in ensuring the work continues. Then I wonder because of the range of years 

of age and experience –the goal or vision of what an equitable work or institution 

– LOOKS LIKE WHAT? (Reflection sheet, 10/1/01)  

I kept tossing the question around in my head – what is equity? I began to really 

challenge my beliefs on race, gender, and other ways of overt and hidden discrimination. 

I also began to challenge my way of doing things in school.  Was I imposing my morality 

and values on others? Did I value others‘ ways of knowing? I felt I was being open to 

ways of looking and thinking about the educational landscape, until it seemed I was being 

challenged on my work ethic, involvement and passion for Critical Friends work. When 

my professionalism and my coaching story were challenged with a bombardment of 

questions. I responded passionately in my writing, restoring my history with the 

organization. 

I got really emotional when I was talking about the NSRF piece – I feel I have 

been in the work and struggling around the work for the past four years – I was 

trained in June of 1998 by Daniel and Patricia, we occasionally saw Pete and 

Cristelle in the meetings – I learned about the work but also how to do the work 

and about facilitation. (Journal entry, 10/2/01) 

I continued: 

In November of 1998, I went to Kansas City for a Fall Forum meeting – I saw 

they had a session planned before the conference. I choose to attend an all day 
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CFG session – that is when I met Gene Thompson-Grove [another founder] and 

Steven Strull, who was the facilitator of the descriptive review – I spent eight 

hours w/Steven and Gene– on ‗Looking a Student Work‘. (Journal entry, 10/2/01) 

I then mused about the next few encounters with the CFG facilitators that same year: 

It was a great passion and really allowed me to understand the work better – After 

meeting Gene and Steve – the December Coaches meeting in Boston/Cambridge 

and volunteered to present student work – I worked with Steve from NY – It was 

a very good session for me – and again allowed me to be in the work – So when 

they were looking for facilitation in April of 1999 – I was asked/approved to do 

this – I was told I was the only 1998 trained coach that was approved – It went 

well – had problems but who didn‘t and then since then have been working – 

facilitated in LA and worked with other institutions such as the Collaborative 

Inquiry Institute in Providence. (Journal entry, 10/2/01) 

I wanted to prove my beliefs to others and to me. I continued: 

… so really I was very active for the first year. So I feel l have been present in the 

work for a good four years. (Journal entry, 10/2/01) 

Why was I being challenged to prove my work? Was the work of my CFG incongruent 

with the goals and vision on the national landscape? I left Bloomington confused. 

The next day back in Houston at Eagle High School, I had a CFG meeting to 

attend. The group used the Powerful Learning and Positive Engagement Venn diagram it 

had worked to develop all of the previous year as the focus for the ghost visits. A ghost 

visit is a protocol initiating peer observations in a protected environment. The protocol is 
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designed for the CFG members to become comfortable with going in each other‘s rooms, 

first without students and then as the group progresses with students. 

 

 

Utilizing the protocol, the members‘ explored each other‘s classrooms looking for 

evidence of the elements developed by the group. The observations were documented and 

given back to the teacher observed for reflection. After members had time to read and 

reflect, the group debriefed the protocol. Overall, the verbal responses were positive and 

insightful, but the observation sheets were very superficial in their content. I was so glad 

that I had taken notes; apparently we were better at reflecting orally than in writing at that 

time.  I summarized the meeting as follows: 

Figure 7: Powerful Learning Venn diagram 
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We went on ghost visits today as a part of the CFG process. But instead of just 

going in and looking around we used the five criteria we developed as a group last 

year. Simon and I worked on this great ―protocol‖ sheet to fill out and have each 

person really evaluate and look at their classroom as a learning environment. 

I continued: 

What came out of that was that we need not just write down the criteria but you 

might have to mend and bend the criteria to look at – as Jane so eloquently put it – 

that the powerful learning criteria is a ―conducive‖ learning environment. 

I noted: 

I think it is fabulous how Genna has blossomed – she even felt confident enough 

to bring a new person to the group. She brought Lauren Beetle – it will be fun to 

have her in the group – she seems committed. 

I then lamented about the group dynamics: 

Tyriq came by because he had a tennis tournament today and would not be able to 

make it. I always love having Tyriq – but it is also nice to have Ryan in the group 

– the male perspective – I do wish Drew would come. (CFG meeting notes, 

10/3/01) 

The next session of the group was on October 5, 2001, and Linda Mytie, Ryan 

Cematerri, Maty, Jane, Veronica, Sharon, Jaclyn, Simon, Genna, Lauren Beetle and I 

were in attendance. We met primarily to debrief the ghost visit protocol from October 3
rd

, 

since we had run out of time. The question was proposed to the group, Can you show 

Powerful Learning without students present? The members responded: 
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– personalities were evident in the rooms.  

The closing comment seemed to define what we wanted to accomplish in CFG that year. 

It read, ―nice to find out that ‗good work‘ can be better when many minds come together‖ 

(Journal entry, 10/5/01). 

After making the internal acknowledgement that I could grow faster and become a 

better coach by receiving meaningful feedback, I went seeking input from other more 

experienced CFG coaches. One of those coaches was Jude. She was the kind of person 

who could ask a question that would push your thinking and sometimes your buttons. She 

reminded me a lot of Josephine in her ability to listen quietly and give feedback that was 

right on target. In October, I met with Jude and took a few notes from that conversation. 

She asked me questions such as:  

―Significant work for CFGs – what does this look like…?‖ She continued 

probing, is there a ―difference in looking to people‘s strengths or looking at their 

‗gaps‘ – is one point of view better?‖ She ended with a personal statement that 

lingered. ―I learned that you need a goal or a vision of where you want to be – that 

the processes are important but unless you have a place [where] you are going – 

why?‖ (Personal communication, 10/13/01 8:30 am)  

Why, a three letter word with such reflective power. Indeed, why? 

A few weeks later, my journal entry responded to the question, why? Why CFG 

for me as a coach, for my group, and for my school?  

The research takes place in a 30-year building that still has a shine, but the 

teachers they need some internal buffing. We are using our experiences in the 
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classroom and in our professional practice to help create new ways of knowing. 

Using these new experiences to create a shine on our practice, a reflection of what 

we are doing. The reflection or lack of reflection will help guide the teacher in 

their own mental clean-up. New knowledge or new ways of looking and reflecting 

are based on current and past experiences. These experiences give us our 

structure. Just as wax is added or removed to an existing floor or structure. We 

will take an in-depth look in our group at our practices that have wax build up and 

strip our assumptions about teaching and learning and creating new reflections. 

(Journal entry, 10/25/01) 

I had already known the who, what, where, and when of my/our work. Finally, I could 

verbalize the why and was learning the how. I was beginning to see that the protocols and 

processes were the tools that I was using to create a group of colleagues who were 

collaborative and reflective. 

The October 31, 2001, meeting was different from previous gatherings. Two 

CFGs worked together to tune, or refine, a presentation that was going to be given at an 

upcoming conference. Two members, Sharon and Jaclyn, along with the student advisory 

students were presenting at the Coalition of Essential Schools conference. In preparation, 

the students presented their materials to the CFG just as they would at the conference. 

The teachers then gave the students feedback. This session was unique and helped the 

students and teachers; each stakeholder learned a little more about the other. The 

following are some of the teachers‘ reflections on this learning activity: 

 

e of a voice in my class.‖ 
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woman and a minority 

[underlining was her emphasis] for one of her selected persons to use for discussion 

on her film or video. She had 2 white men.‖ 

This last reflection that brought up the lack of diversity in the student video gave me 

flashbacks to my summer conference on equity. I think I was unaware of underlying 

currents at school and in the community. How could I learn more about equitable 

classrooms and schools? How could I, as a facilitator and coach, create a safe space to 

have these conversations? 

The answer could be in my vision and goals, on how to use CFG on the Eagle 

campus. Simon and I would have to talk about the facilitation of our group. He could be a 

tremendous asset in creating that space because as a compass point south, he was very 

aware when someone‘s voice was being squashed or trivialized. As I talked to him about 

this idea, he asked me for feedback on his facilitation. I later recorded bits of the 

conversation in my journal, writing: 

Thought it was funny that today Simon wanted to know ―How come he does great 

facilitating when I am not around – but when I am around he is a bumbling idiot?‖ 

A little later, I jotted down: 

The question is –are you really a good facilitator, with or without anyone there? 

Does someone checking and observing you change you? Or do you think you are 

a good facilitator and you really are not? Are you seeing a true reflection? Or does 

that person make you nervous or out of sync.‖ (Journal entry, 11/1/01) 
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Cheryl, another member, responded in the journal, ―An important question to consider – 

Is it his perception? Has he validated it with group members? Is he counting years of 

experience? Is it a problem? When so? Why?‖ (Journal entry, undated). Cheryl brought 

up a good point, is Simon comparing his first year of being a CFG coach to my fourth 

year as a coach. I think looking at an exemplar (not inferring that I am an exemplar) for 

possible answers is a great idea. Modeling your facilitation is a good practice at first, as 

long as you adapt and change others ways of facilitation to make them your own ways of 

doing. 

This written reflective dialogue among Simon, Cheryl and myself started me 

thinking about whom I could look to and observe in order to improve my teaching. The 

answer was on the pages of my journal and in my CFG, Cheryl. I started reflecting about 

her teaching style and noted: 

I have been thinking about your teaching and working style – it dawned on me 

that you were a lot like Myles Horton – you value our/my knowledge even when I 

don‘t always value my own set of knowledge. Yet, you built up my confidence 

and the confidence of many of my colleagues – made us proud of our work – 

really instilling in us ‗pride‘ in our work. (Journal entry, 11/8/01) 

Cheryl responded: 

Yes, I try very hard to draw people‘s questions and strengths out and make people 

see the value in their own importance – I also work hard at not impressing how I 

do things/research on others. I recognize we all have to find our own 

way/styles/methods. (Journal entry, undated) 

The next week, I continued in the journal: 
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I sometimes wonder am I really finding my way or am I just walking aimlessly, I 

do this or that – do I really ever take time to think of long range plans. Questions 

like – What do I want to be when I grow up? Where do I want to be? Who wants 

me there? Why do I want to change? Is it necessary to change just for the sake of 

changing? (Journal entry, 11/17/01) 

As I reflect on my path in my journal entries, the reform movement at Eagle continues. 

There seems little time for personal introspection as the everyday happenings in 

classroom and school continue all around me. 

How can I in the midst of my daily routines as teacher, coach, and CSR 

coordinator, change a school? I scribbled, ―The adults need to become models for what 

we want the kids to do‖ (Journal entry, 11/29/01). Cheryl responded to this quip, ―This is 

a major point re: inquiry, reflection, self-assessment‖ (Journal entry, undated). 

How then does CFG contribute to inquiry, reflection and self-assessment? I 

penned: 

In a large urban traditional high school what elements, provided by the CFG 

structures, made professional learning communities successful in evaluating 

students achievement and impacting student learning? (Journal entry, 12/17/01) 

The CFG and its inquiry helped teachers to look at their practice and, therefore, to meet 

the needs of the students in their classrooms. The teacher who does not question her 

practice is on a linear path to failure, while the teacher who inquires about her practice 

will continue in a spiral and ultimately reach the target of success. 

Roy is a perfect example of a teacher who was on a straight, unchanging path, but 

with the intervention of CFG has become a leader and master teacher. Roy wrote in his 
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reflection, ―I was isolated and didn‘t even know it – it has opened a whole network of 

successful practices for me.‖ He continued, ―I have seen collaboration from teachers that 

I never expected. My colleagues were listening and learning … searching for best 

practices‖ (Personal communication, 1/27/02). 

How has the collaboration in the Critical Friends Group influenced Eagle High 

School? Reflecting on my recent conversation with Roy, I wrote: 

The sense of a community of teachers is built – just as a community is built one 

house at a time – a community of learners – is built one at a time – Thinking over 

the past five years how far we have truly gone….(Journal entry, 2/2/02) 

Yet, even though we had truly gone far and were becoming the Gold medal school we 

were named, everything was not a bed of roses. The tensions that arise between 

personalities‘ alternative visions for the work make moving forward difficult. 

For example, two of our CFG members had a school reputation for contributing 

lots of bizarre ideas to the conversation, with little activity to back up the words. Perhaps 

because I am familiar with the eccentric and eclectic as an art teacher and artist, I had 

been able to work with Jackson and Terra quite successfully over the years. I was even to 

the point with Jackson that we had our own signals to let him know when he was going 

overboard or breaking the norms in the meeting. There are times when there is a last 

straw, however. How you handle those situations is the difference because it reflects your 

moral character. This one particular day I handled it by venting to my support systems---

dear friends Simon and Liz and my journal. I wrote: 

how do I get through all this – especially with two lead weights around my ankles 

– one named Jackson and the other Terra – I don‘t know what I would do if I 
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didn‘t have Simon, while Liz is gone. I talked to her for 2 ½ hours today. (Journal 

entry, 2/3/02) 

This tension was probably one of the reasons Jackson and Terra did not attend the 

February meeting. The relationships that are in schools are just as good as your last 

interactions. I began to see that how I handled myself as a coach outside of the meetings 

was just as important as during the meetings.  

The February 6, 2002, meeting was attended by Sharon, Bea Potter, Simon, Jane, 

Cheryl, Ellen Canola (outside evaluator for the CSR grant) and me. The meeting opened 

with connections, a time and space to let the day go so that you can focus on the work 

ahead. The group‘s main activity was a tuning protocol on an art student‘s portrait. The 

focusing question was about the curriculum and instructional aspects of teaching 

portraiture. ―Yet, the session seemed to gravitate to the cultural issues of a Muslim 

student doing a self-portrait. The issues of Islamic law and ignorance of cultural norms 

were debated‖ (Journal notes, 2/6/2002). The session ended, and the usual high was 

absent. The group seemed to have lost its way and its sense of who they were as a group. 

I wondered if the missing voices made the difference or if it was the addition of the 

outside voice of the evaluator that changed the tenor of the group. 

There was a low turnout for the meeting, and my question about the tension was 

supported by an email communication from Cheryl. She wrote: 

Dear Michaelann 

I am sorry your CFG group fudged out on Simon and you yesterday. Do you think 

announcing the presence of the evaluator helped contribute to the absenteeism? 

This is the first time in 2 years this has happened – also, everything was so 
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different (people arriving late, people not following protocol (giving advice), 

person at the door, Roy yelling next door, and so on). It was so atypical…The 

irony is that on this anomaly your group could be potentially ―judged.‖ It was a 

good lesson for me to observe/learn as an evaluator. ―WHAT YOU 

SEE/EXPERIENCE IS NOT NECESSARILY WHAT IS (TYPICAL). 

Best Regards,  

Cheryl Craig 

(Email communication, 2/7/02) 

The words ―potentially judged‖ hit me. The work of a group over a period of four years, 

their collaboration, reflection, personal inquiries and dialogue, could all be viewed as 

non-existent based on a two-hour observation. How can years of work be seen in one 

observation? I hoped that the evaluator would go back and read our group‘s entries in the 

school portfolio; maybe she could interview members and hear their stories, or even read 

the reflections of the members. Then it dawned on me, my students are judged all the 

time on one standardized test: the day they take the test could be an anomaly, too. 

Just as I was in crisis, an email popped up and changed the course of my day. 

Jaclyn, a CFG member (she had brought the Advisory presentation to an earlier meeting) 

asked for help with a tutorial form for her class. I worked with her tuning the document. 

She later emailed: 

The new tutorial form is great – I got awesome results today. They were 

completely filled out with thoughtful and reflective language. You could see they 

had to think more and they did – this is when I love education! Thank you again 

for your help! CFG WORKS!!!! (Email communication, 2/10/02) 
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I wanted to second her comment; this is why I love education also. The opportunities 

created to work together with insightful and passionate people, who only want the best 

for the students, is the epitome of CFG. These were the people, I worked with at Eagle, 

but how does an outsider learn about these outstanding educators? 

I solicited from each of the members their reflective responses to put in the school 

portfolio as evidence of the learning we had experienced together. I wanted to be able to 

restory the experience and create a positive outcome. Table 4 is a transcription of their 

responses to the questions: What are the strengths of CFG for you? What are the 

challenges of CFG for you? and What have you learned from the CFG work? 

 Strengths Challenges Learned 

Tyriq Resources, support, and 

collegiality 

 Not to be afraid of failure 

and confidence 

Jaclyn CFG has helped me to feel 

a bigger part of our reform 

effort. Becoming a coach 

makes me a better member 

because I have a clearer 

understanding of the big 

picture. 

The two years I have 

been in CFG and have 

done walk throughs, of 

my room. The results 

are very disappointing. 

I want constructive 

advice. 

It was very helpful setting 

goals (personal) at the 

first meeting. AVID has 

been a much stronger 

course because of the 

work I did in CFG. 

Sharon Cross-curricular 

communication, having the 

CFG act as a consultancy 

group when I sponsored 

students in their 

presentation at CES Fall 

Forum in Seattle, 

Washington. 

It is difficult to transfer 

the process of looking 

at work, where we look 

at 1 piece for 30-40 

minutes, to a group of 

25 or 30. 

I‘ve learned to structure 

class time better. I‘ve 

learned to let the students 

write their own rubrics 

and assess peer works. 

I‘ve even given writing 

assignments (I teach 

Science – not English) 
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Simon Co-coaching the group has 

been a positive experience 

for me. The Powerful 

Learning Component has 

sparked much reflection 

for me. Do I actually reach 

the goals to which I 

aspire? 

It seems as though time 

has conspired against 

us – so much work, so 

little time… 

The classroom visits – 

and the feedback they 

generated – sparked me to 

reflect on my own room – 

and search for evidence of 

powerful learning. ‗What, 

if anything, of importance 

is anyone learning as a 

consequence of this?‘ – 

Roland Barth 

Genna It is reassuring moment to 

find at every turning of the 

road a strong helping hand 

of a kind comrade to help 

me onward with my load. 

Understanding the 

‗getting better‘ in my 

teaching is normal. One 

may never be at their 

best. Following others 

lead may not be the 

best but allows for 

ideas to blossom. 

Strengthen, defend, 

preserve, and comfort 

each other. The group 

helped me with the goals 

of life. 

Adventure – to learn 

Challenge – overcome 

Opportunity – serve 

Purpose – grow 

Jane More openness with a 

smaller group this year. 

More variety in discussion 

topics – including 

activities with students. 

  

Veronica I have met teachers that I 

probably would never have 

met and became aware 

through sharing teaching 

experiences that we all 

have ups/downs, and that 

 We are all in the same 

boat (teaching field) and 

even though we encounter 

difficult weather 

conditions, we can outlast 

the storm and survive. It 
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we need to ease through 

with a sense of humor. 

helps to have Critical 

Friends. 

Michaelann I feel that working with 

my colleagues is the 

biggest benefit. I get to 

have friends that I never 

had before – work with 

people I never talked to 

before. 

I find it difficult with 

the mounds of 

paperwork to 

sometimes pull myself 

together enough to 

think deeply – or even 

think at all. 

I have learned that 

everyone – everyone has 

something to offer to my 

learning. 

 

 

Genna wrote in her reflection that it helps to have a helping hand along the road. I 

obviously agreed by my reflection. Simon had really been my helping hand during the 

last year (2001-2002) of the CSR funding and with our CFG. Especially, in the CFG, 

Simon has taken on an active facilitation role, but is one who really made sure that all the 

voices in the group were being heard and respected. In thinking about the support I 

received, I scrawled, ―I know I tease Simon all the time – but if it was not for him – over 

the past year – work would not get done!‖ (Journal entry, 2/14/02). I seemed to have 

needed someone to bounce ideas off, a support to lean on, and the nurturer that makes 

Simon the fourth point on our compass.  

 In collaboration, tensions will arise; otherwise, it is just collegiality. That is why, 

when I wrote the following statements; I knew our relationship was becoming stronger 

and reciprocal in sharing knowledge and learning. ―I know I am overpowering to him 

[Simon] because if he gets that stressed out doing our CFG work together.‖ I also realized 

that: ―Learning to work as a team is much more difficult than working by yourself‖ 

(Journal entry, 2/23/02). We were not taking the easy road in our journey; we were 

Table 5: CFG members‘ reflections 



161 

 

 

following/forging a path less travelled by many teachers and most schools. We felt that to 

be successful we had to forge out own path. 

I attended the ASCD conference in San Antonio over spring break in 2002. 

Interested in getting the leadership/administrative viewpoint of CFGs, I attended a lecture 

given by Rick DuFour who coined the term professional learning communities (PLC). I 

was curious to learn about the similarities and differences between the two approaches 

(CFGs and PLCs) to professional development. 

The Rick DuFour lecture was interesting but it seems to me, as many people say 

that you need to make groups mandatory and have set meeting times and a 

mixture. There are just as many that say you need to have them voluntary and all 

one kind of discipline and flexible – and any combination of those things. (Journal 

entry, 3/10/02) 

I believed in voluntary participation but, at the same time, acknowledged that in a large 

school like Eagle, a teacher could hide and never evolve. The challenge to move a large 

group of people forward in their thinking made me look at participation in a CFG 

differently.  

The participation in the CFG started with building relationships, which lead to 

collaboration. As I evaluated the next steps for the CFG work at Eagle, I wrote: 

I really think the strength of the work we have been doing is the collaboration – 

with the reflective process – either serving as a brainstorming tool, method for 

evaluating a situation or as a rest stop to decide which road to take next or 

continue on the same path. (Journal entry, 3/18/02) 
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If we continued on the same path, we were making a concerted decision to go against the 

norm of standardized professional development and standardized accountability. If we 

chose this path, how would we show success? ―When you teach – How do you know the 

students learned? Beyond a number!‖ (Journal entry, 3/27/02). 

While attending AERA in April, I searched for answers to my continuing 

questions. I went to listen to and learn from leading educators, so that I could rethink the 

reform work at Eagle. Listening to Hatch, what he said about teachers and their roles 

struck a chord; ―Learning and sharing need to be included in rethinking teacher‘s roles,‖ 

and ―Capacity cannot suddenly appear‖ (AERA lecture, 4/3/02). I was always worrying 

about making myself a better coach, but what plans did I have in place to make all my 

members coaches. How was I creating the ability for each one to facilitate, coach, lead a 

group of learners, and could we sustain the work? 

I then attended a lecture by Larry Cuban, titled ―A Race Against Time.‖ He 

stressed the part the educational landscape plays in creating the school story. He stated 

that ―local political culture or context really plays a part in the sustainability of school 

reform,‖ and he conveyed to the educators present, that the way to succeed is by 

―creating learning communities – a community of learners are going to succeed‖ (AERA 

lecture, 4/4/02). His lecture gave me hope and reassurance that the reform work at Eagle 

was going to be successful if we continued with our goals and vision. However, the 

variables of local, political, and administrative directives threatened to veer the process 

off course. 

As I was attending sessions and presentations, my writing turned inward, and as I 

have been rereading my journals, I am surprised by the remarks.  
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CFG Work – How has the work affected my teaching? I think I evaluate and 

assess myself and take a hard look at many more of the questions than always 

thinking I have the right answer. I know I love to say I am always right – but I 

don‘t come up with the answers until – I have thought about – moved some things 

around in my head – and then made a decision – I work most planning and rough 

drafts out in my head way before I put anything to paper…My journal does not 

usually reflect or trace strings or threads of thought because usually by the time it 

gets down on the paper… (Journal entry, 4/6/02) 

Was this also a challenge of time? It was faster to talk to someone than to write them a 

note. It was easier to give input into a class discussion than to write an essay. 

Our words, whether verbal or written, mean something. They are reflective for us 

and others. Words can change a moment, create hope, devastate someone‘s dreams, or 

even bring people together for a greater good. I speculated: 

In our lives we never know who we are going to meet and how they will impact 

our lives. I guess for that matter how we are going to impact their lives. When we 

work together in classes – many times we say things – just to say things or say 

things to prove a point or even prove ourselves. (Journal entry, 5/8/02) 

In CFG, we try not to win or prove a point, but to come to a shared understanding of a 

dilemma or a best practice. The critical friends I have made have made a difference. ―I 

feel I am less isolated in my teaching than I was 5 years ago‖ (Journal entry, 5/18/02). 

Breaking down the classroom walls in a large school helps in creating a knowledge 

community and implementing CFG almost assures a knowledge community. 

What does CFG help you do? 
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(Journal entry, 6/17/02) 

After weighing all the variables to implementing CFGs on your campus then – you must 

decide whether CFG is the best way to reflect, to grow, and especially to learn for you 

and your colleagues. 

One lesson I learned over the four years of the CFG work is to document the work 

because one bad public moment could change all the previous hard work. Secondly, and 

probably the biggest lesson is to work with friends. They are your support system, your 

sounding blocks, and sometimes even your memory. I wrote this entry the day after my 

39
th

 birthday.  

I think it is a strange funny that we do so much in our lives and we never 

remember all of it and some I am sure we would like to forget – but others that we 

don‘t remember – only come out with the remembrance of others. I can only 

guess the reason we have friends is to help us remember – Remember not only the 

good times but the bad – the happy times and the sad times. Friends don‘t always 

stay with us or are not always around so we make up other ways to jog our 
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memories – journals, diaries, songs, smells and many others. The mind is such a 

complicated thing that we never know what will spark the mind – but one thing I 

do know – is that a good conversation with friends or a friend will both spark 

memories and create new ones. (Journal entry, 6/19/02) 

CFG was my continual/continuous conversation with teacher friends – a conversation 

that made me a reflective, knowing, and ever-changing learner. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interim Reflection 

When learning about critical friends, becoming a critical friend and learning about 

equity, I turned and mentally ran. I restoried the experience as one of questioning my work 

ethic, but in reality it was a question of if you were ready to look deeply into your own 

beliefs, morals and values. Genna, a CFG member, would bring me back and help create a 

good kind of tension that creates a space for learning: yours and the group.   
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Year 5 – 2002-2003 

Figure 8: Year 5 CFG story constellation visual representation 
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―There is no money. Where do we go from here? What will the legacy of our 

labor be? We‘ve worked hard for five years – was it worth it?‖ (Journal entry from 

Simon, 8/21/02). This entry from Simon‘s journal indicated that the school landscape was 

going to be very different in the 2002-2003 school year because the CSR grant was over 

and the mandates for implementation were no more. I personally became curious to see 

what would survive and to see which programs had become systemic at Eagle High 

School and which would fade away. Unlike the North Star which shines brightly and 

guides the sailors on the journeys, many of our programs were like shooting stars. The 

shooting stars were for a moment bright and beautiful, but soon enough the brilliance 

faded away leaving only the North Star. 

The opening of school had a different feel than years past. The excitement of what 

new adventures of learning lay before us was replaced with fear of the unknown. No 

Child Left Behind was now our political education master, and the demands were still 

hazy. The future school year was going to be different – a different kind of 

accountability—accountability to a federal mandate driven by students‘ standardized test 

scores, not accountability to a philanthropic organization based on personalized student 

learning, teacher professional development, and breaking down barriers of isolation, 

described in chapter 1. 

Even without the CSR Gold Medal grant money, I was determined to make public 

all the wonderful things happening at Eagle High School. I wrote an article for the 

National School Reform Faculty‘s journal, Connections. It was a reflective piece 

highlighting how at the end of the grant we were working together and collaborating 

(teachers and students) to reflect on the accomplishments of our professional knowledge 
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landscape over the five years on the required reflective portrait. The following section of 

my writing is excerpted from an article originally published in the Fall 2002 issue of 

Connections, entitled: Reflective portrait: Student engagement in the portfolio process.   

Being part of this school is helping me to be more of a leader, because 

when I see the school doing new things and being trendsetters for the rest of the 

nation in a lot of different initiatives, then it makes me not afraid to try something 

new. – Eagle student 

As the reform grant programs drew to a close, the City School Reform 

posed the following task to all of the participating schools: 

Reflective Portrait: Schools and Learning Communities who participated 

in the Houston Annenberg Challenge Grant are requested to develop a 

reflective portrait on changes in teaching and learning as a result of this 

grant. The design of the portrait may be in a variety of styles but must be 

interactive. The school/learning community team will define the structure 

for the Reflective Portrait. (Taken from the Houston Annenberg Challenge 

School Accountability Report, 2002) 

The reform team pondered the best way to meet the challenge of 

developing a reflective portrait that could adequately describe five years of 

reform work at a large, urban, comprehensive high school. How could we even 

begin to summarize work that has impacted 2300 students and 180 teachers 

during each year of the work? And do all of this in a 60-minute interactive 

presentation. 
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After the initial amazement at the task passed, the team decided to let the 

students speak for themselves. How has their educational experience been 

impacted by the reform work? What changes has their school seen over the past 

five years? 

Two students, Patrick and Warren, accepted the challenge of producing 

the school’s reflective portrait. They chose to develop, write, and produce a video 

that represents the changes that they have seen in the school context. Prior to the 

actual video production, both students had to do research to find out what the 

school context was like before the challenge grant was awarded and during the 

reform work. They had to find out about the history of their school. For this 

information, the students turned to the school portfolio. 

The Eagle school portfolio has been compiled annually over the past five 

years. What began as a thin compliance document to meet the requirements of 

grant funders evolved into a multi-layered reflective tool that captures brief 

moments in time of the school-wide reform work.  

The portfolio contains data, both quantitative and qualitative, indicating 

student performance, teacher and student learning experiences, and personal 

reflections on the impact of the work. 

As the students did their research, several important lessons were 

learned—perhaps the most valuable was having fresh eyes looking at the 

portfolios and identifying what they felt were the most critical aspects of the 

reform work. By looking at the evidence and documentation contained in the 

school portfolios, the students were able to determine what they felt was 
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important, not necessarily what their teachers or members of the reform team felt 

was important, in their own school context.  

In the development of the reflective portrait, the reform team, consisting 

now of both administrators and teachers, turned to Critical Friends Group 

protocols in order to strengthen the quality of the work. A Tuning Protocol was 

run with the students presenting a rough draft of their work to the reform team. 

There were two foci for the protocol: content and technical skills. The dual-focus 

was chosen because in a multimedia presentation, people are wowed by the ―bells 

and whistles‖ and overlook important aspects of the content of the video. The 

protocol began with an introduction of the work and the student’s presentation of 

their work. Clarifying questions and probing questions were asked and answered 

together. During the warm/cool feedback section, the feedback was divided into 

warm and cool for content and warm and cool for technical issues. The reasons 

for the division were: 1) each student focused on a separate area; 2) there were 

some technical problems that needed to be addressed; 3) we wanted to ensure 

that the group focused on both areas more equally, knowing that there were 

several obvious technical errors that could interfere with the delivery of the 

content. After the feedback, the students reflected on what they learned from the 

protocol and what changes they could make to the reflective portrait. 

Presenter Responses: 

Warren (technical): This was the first time that this program and a video 

of this length had been produced here at our school. The amount of technical 
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skills that I learned has been overshadowed by the flaws. People are more apt to 

criticize what is wrong rather than praise what is good. 

Patrick (content): Trying to narrow six weeks of research over five years 

of hard work down into 20+ minutes of script was very difficult. To show growth, 

learning, and change in a story was hard. I found that the best way to tell the 

story was to use actual quotes from the portfolio by the people involved in the 

different programs. 

Warren: Even though I’ve done the tuning protocol before, each time it 

helps me to step back from my work and re-evaluate and reflect on where I want 

to go with it. 

Participants Responses: 

Jaclyn: I was in a new position this year as portfolio coordinator. It was 

my job to facilitate the organization of Year 5’s work. I found it very difficult to 

step into a position in the last year, as I did not feel that I had a broad picture of 

the work that had been done previously. This reflective portrait helped me to see 

the beginning, the middle, and the present. 

Sharon: I’ve worked with both students before and I’ve also presented 

with Warren at a conference. I am not only amazed by his technical growth, but 

also of his perceptions of the work at Eagle. I feel that Patrick and Warren have 

captured Eagle and what we are about. 

Facilitator Response: 
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Michaelann: It’s sometimes difficult to facilitate something that is so close 

and personal, yet I am always amazed by both the professionalism of teachers and 

students when given an opportunity to present their work. 

How did this help us grow? 

Having students more involved has allowed the adults/coordinators to step 

away and see the parts of the systemic structure and their relationships, as 

opposed to focusing only on the happenings of their programs. Further, as the 

Critical Friends experience of the faculty and students deepened over time, 

aspects of the ―Critical Friends Group culture‖ became embedded into the school 

landscape. Formal and informal indicators are present throughout the school 

context. Informally, the language of Critical Friends—‖clarifying questions,‖ 

―warm and cool feedback,‖ and other terms – has become prevalent in everyday 

conversations. Formally, you can walk into classrooms across the campus and 

see Connections being done in a social studies classroom, a tuning protocol being 

done on an AP Art Studio portfolio, or students presenting and facilitating 

discussions in a biology classroom.  

Rather than looking at individual groups and programs or evaluating test 

scores, the reflective portrait gave us a chance to achieve a holistic view of the 

reform work that is being done by a school community. The reflective portrait, as 

with the portfolio, tells the story and depicts the learning that has occurred 

among students, teachers, and administrators, and how this learning is often 

interrelated and necessary to create a school community that seeks to be the best 

for all its students. 
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Woah! You didn’t think we were going to close the book with that now did 

you? No. We’re starting a new chapter. That was only the beginning. –Eagle 

Student 

(Taken from Connections: Journal of the National School Reform Faculty, Fall 

2002) 

The student was right; 2002-2003 marked the beginning of a new chapter with 

new characters and new plot lines. The dragon was upon us again, or to look at it another 

way, Mario Puzo‘s novels come alive through the descriptive language that portrays the 

life of a wise guy, but as in any good versus evil plot line – the time eventually arrives for 

the symbolic kiss on the cheek, horse head in the bed, or fish wrapped in newspaper on 

the doorstep. One fall day began with the promise of any other until the principal 

discovered a metaphorical fish wrapped in newspaper at his office door. As he 

unwrapped the fish, he discovered that the newspaper was actually an accountability 

report that read as though it were a contract for his career and his future as an 

instructional leader. 

Bad news can arrive in many forms. In a state where ―accountability‖ is saluted 

like ―old glory‖ waving majestically in the wind, school administrators‘ jobs depend on 

the latest round of accountability testing. To counteract such threats which loom on the 

horizon, the principal often directs teachers‘ professional development toward raising test 

scores and merely surviving another round of accountability testing—much like a fish 

survives another pass of a fishing trawler. In such a survival mode, learning shifts from 

empowerment and discovery to compliance and direct instruction. The goal becomes 

keeping the fish alive instead of helping the fish to grow and become stronger. 
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In a school, the students are like fish. Teachers are charged with helping the 

students to grow and mature as learners. But, there are many different species of fish that 

require different care. Sometimes, teachers are given survival skills for the fish: 

information about the fish, the equipment used to take care of the fish, and what the fish 

need to know; however; there is more to existence than survival. On an airplane, during 

the flight safety lecture prior to departure, passengers are advised to don their own 

oxygen mask before assisting children. Likewise, before teachers can take care of their 

students‘ learning, they need to know how to take care of their own learning needs. In 

short, it is not a question of one or the other, as some have attempted to lead us to believe 

and sometimes in power-charged ways. 

For the past four years, the learning needs of some teachers were met through 

Critical Friends and those of others through professional development academies.  For 

some, their learning needs were not met at all. It all began, during the first year living the 

reform work at Eagle High (1999). With over 51% of the faculty having 10 or more years 

of service (Texas Education Agency, 1999), many teachers had grown accustomed to the 

idea that once they graduated from their schools of education, they knew all that they 

needed to know about being a teacher. They had coursework in pedagogy and content 

and had passed their state certification exams to obtain a lifetime teaching certificate. In 

compliance with state licensing and teacher evaluation procedures, no additional 

requirement for teachers and administrators existed to spur them to engage in continuous 

learning. Currently, the state no longer offers lifetime certificates; instead, standard 

certificates are renewable every five years, but the teacher must show evidence of 

continuous learning. However, the state and school district, rather than the teachers, 
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continue to set the agenda for teachers‘ professional development by prescribing what 

teachers need to learn, especially in light of the new government imitative, No Child Left 

Behind. Thus, before the Critical Friends Groups and the other professional development 

approaches on campus could actually empower teachers to take responsibility for their 

own learning, they had to challenge many preconceived notions reinforced by society‘s 

majority assumption that teaching is an acquired static body of knowledge and that 

learning is something done by students rather than by teachers. 

Even though the school and teachers were caught between the new district 

mandates and the desire to meet the needs of the students, school administrators 

supported the development of the CFGs and encouraged teachers to enhance their own 

learning. Guadalupe Morales, the administrator in charge of curriculum, stated, ―The new 

professional development approach gave the teachers the opportunity to take control of 

their own professional development …without the district and the school setting the 

guidelines.‖ 

The responsibility for proving one‘s own learning can be daunting, and many 

teachers tire of always going up against the status quo by seeking out their own 

professional development. The onset of more top down professional development and the 

abundance of required paperwork took its toll on Critical Friends Groups membership 

and on written reflective practices. The Goliath of tradition was winning against the 

David of innovation.  

The lack of funding, the new political issues and my new interests changed the 

course of CFG work. My new passions and the time previously spent on creating 

reflective portfolios were now used to study East Asian culture and education. Similarly, 
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the time Liz and I had spent discussing teaching at Eagle was now spent in a shop coffee 

conversing about poetry. I explained, ―Poetry is the expression of intent. Poetry is 

pedagogical and for transforming people and their minds‖ (Journal entry, 2/6/03). This 

dialogue with Liz helped to rekindle collaboration with Abbie on the topic of found 

poetry. Even though I was straying, from CFG work and the processes I know that work, 

the habits in place were pulling me back to the best practices of CFG. 

After the East Asia class ended, I made a commitment, that in spite of all the new 

political uneasiness, I was going to dive back into doing what worked for me and my 

teaching. The last meeting of the CFG was April 1, 2003. Simon presented a project he 

was doing in his Math Models class. He brought the instructions and the projects the 

students had produced. This was the first time he had implemented this project in his 

classroom, and he was looking for constructive feedback. He was thrilled with some of 

the students‘ work and disappointed with others. The consistency of the products was 

lacking. He presented the work, and the group proceeded through the process of a tuning 

protocol.  

The warm and cool feedback was so helpful, Simon explained, ―This is the first 

time teaching this course at Eagle and I wanted to introduce project-based learning.‖ He 

continued with his reflection, ―I cannot wait till next year to try again‖ (Journal entry, 

4/1/03). 

The processes in CFG open up the learning space, so not only does the presenter 

get a new perspective, the participating members do also. This was true for Genna as 

evidenced when she emailed after the tuning protocol with Simon. The email stated, 
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―Wonderful meeting…It has been a wonderful, fun, learning experience‖ (email 

communication, 4/1/03). 

The school year ended, and I worked for CSR training additional CFG coaches 

during the summer. I was able to practice and learn more technical skills about coaching 

and facilitating, but more importantly I was able to pass along my passion for the CFG 

work to others in the greater Houston educational community.  During the July New 

Coaches training, I came to a new realization about the protocols. I noted, ―*Use the 

protocols to do the work – rather than using the protocols as the work*‖ (Journal entry, 

7/29/03). When I made this realization I could understand how the approach used in CFG 

did not always have to be constrained to the prescriptive traditional CFG meetings. The 

protocols and the methods could be used in a broader arena and even embedded into the 

campus professional development. 

The new CFG coaches training, which I was facilitating, was invaluable in 

resetting my reflective practice button. The previous year had been turbulent, and many 

of the CFG on campus were rote. I was rejuvenated and started thinking about my roots 

in school reform. I longingly remembered sitting in graduate classes at Eagle learning 

together. These fond memories made me scratch down in my journal, ―Theory into 

Practice is a continuous mantra‖ (Journal entry, 8/4/03). I was still searching for my 

theoretical foundation to support my beliefs and values, particularly the ―scientific 

research‖ needed in NCLB and supportive of creating knowledge communities. How was 

I going to ―bring in my personal knowledge and have someone value my own 

knowledge?‖ (Journal entry, 8/6/03). What educational landscape was going to value my 

shared ways of knowing in a collaborative and reflective group? 
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Interim Reflection 

 The protective bubble that was present during the first four years provided by the 

CSR grant was gone. The ugly realities of national and state accountability systems were 

overwhelming. Even though artifacts reflected the pressures and the tensions to produce 

successful test scores sent people running, including myself, the long term effects of the 

national and state standards were coming to fruition. 
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Year 6 – 2003-2004 

Figure 9: Year 6 CFG story constellation visual representation 
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 The educational landscape has not changed from the traditional model at Eagle 

High School despite rhetoric to the contrary. Even though the reform team has worked 

for five years to make changes and seems to have made great strides, not much different 

can be seen to an outsider during the opening of school. Each year I sit through the same 

lectures on attendance and classroom management. Each year in the cold cafeteria, since 

1992 (the year I started at Eagle), I listen to administrators or consultants tell me what I 

am doing wrong and how to be a better teacher by following their program. This year was 

no exception.  The traditional hierarchy of position and knowledge continued to hold 

sway.  

 I had become so exasperatedwith this year‘s staff development that I wrote a note 

to remind myself how I wanted to work in the upcoming year. I wrote, ―Before making 

any meeting agenda – ask yourself – why – why, do we meet – why are we meeting?‖ 

(Journal entry, 8/9/03). The question to why can vary, especially in working with a CFG, 

but the purpose should always be one of learning through reflective practices to become 

better teachers. If teachers are meeting to fulfill extrinsic needs, such as continuing 

education hours, or to be able to belong to a group on campus, the work will become 

superficial and stagnate. I think my CFG was walking a fine line in providing these 

extrinsic needs, yet experiencing moments of brilliance. 

 Cognizant of our challenge for the new year, I jotted down ―We are on the ‗verge‘ 

of greatness.‖  And a little further down in the journal scribbled, ―Is change always 

positive? Is growth always good? (Journal entry, 8/9/03). I was toying with this idea and 

finding no answers. Liz responded, ―Need nourishment to grow – not fertilizer only‖ 

(Journal entry, undated). I pondered, too much fertilizer will burn the plant, also 
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fertilizers are administered intermittently as needed; when applied, they are generally 

preceded by and followed by a good watering.  Excessive professional development is 

overwhelming – it burns the growth right out of you.  Too much fertilizer will kill grass.  

In tomatoes, too much fertilizer will build strong stalks that shoot upward but produce no 

fruit. Therefore, as in gardening, the fertilizer or professional development must be 

applied properly and in a regime that benefits the recipient.The CFG needed to make 

meetings count by providing nourishment and feeding the minds and the souls; as the 

coach is it my sole responsibility or is it shared? 

 The first gathering of the CFG was in September. In attendance were Sharon 

Latter, Roy Boudreaux, Gert B, Cheryl Craig, Genna D., Edna, and me. The group 

members had changed from the previous year, and it made me question why? 

Remembering my staff development question, I needed to be sure that every meeting had 

a purpose and function. Our first meeting opened with connections and great 

refreshments. Gert was the home economics teacher, and she always provided the bodily 

nourishment for the group. She loved having a role and purpose in the group. 

 After a time of discussing school procedures, old gripes and new challenges, the 

members settled in to participate in an ice breaker. An ice breaker is a fun way to learn 

about your colleagues and a non-threatening space. This particular ice breaker was 

designed to learn about each member‘s educational perspective. There were educational 

books on the table, and each person was to choose a book that best described their 

thoughts on education. After the ice breaker, we went over the norms of the group and set 

plans for the next meeting. Genna volunteered with Veronica (not in attendance) to 
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present on classroom management and a book they were using in their special education 

department. 

 That evening, I wrote, ―Teachers feeling stress of high-stakes testing!‖ (Journal 

entry, 9/8/03). In looking back at this entry, I considered that the group was comprised of 

all elective teachers except Sharon. The tensions had to be great if the non-tested subject 

areas were feeling the stress along with the teachers of tested content areas.  Eagle High 

School students were only tested in four subjects, yet when scores drop, all of the 

teachers must work toward one common goal – passing the standardized tests. School 

contexts are whole units and the parts necessarily, though unfortunately in this case, 

affect the whole landscape including the electives. 

 A couple weeks later at our monthly staff development, I reflected about the 

message delivered at the beginning of school, from the principal, Alvin Foils. He stated, 

―Lots of things coming from Washington to Texas to Northside to Eagle – trying to keep 

some of the pressure off you [teachers]‖ (staff development notes, 10/10/03). After 

hearing this, I realized he was trying to be a knight in our fight against the even larger 

dragon, of the now fully blown No Child Left Behind mandates. 

The next month, October 27, 2003, the group went through the motions of 

connections, refreshments, team builder and then presentation. Genna and Veronica did a 

stand up in front of the group and a lecture about their selected book. They provided each 

of us with a copy of the book to use in our classrooms. What struck me was that even 

after modeling CFG structures, trying to create a non-hierarchical space, and learning 

through collaboration, their presentation reflected the model which they had learned and 

had been presented to them time and time again in staff development. The realization 
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then came to me that the mountain was going to be a much harder climb than expected 

and that everyone was in a different place in the journey. The group was not moving 

together in their learning or in changing the way in which they taught and learned. 

Unable to impose a solution to the dilemma, even if I had one, was frustrating as a 

coach. The group met November 10, 2003, at which time I facilitated a tuning protocol. 

Gert brought a project that she did with her students on the food pyramid and eating 

healthy. She was so proud of the work she was doing, especially with the special 

education students. The protocol went smoothly, but the learning was superficial. The 

learning was surface because the group dynamic had changed; the new foundation of 

trust that is needed to go deep was nil. There was a difference in working with a group 

that questioned their practices and a group that yearned to be a part of something greater 

on the national landscape. Even though many of us had been working together for years, 

the dynamic changed when members changed. It seemed like we were starting all over 

again, and we were. 

Roy, a long-time member volunteered to bring a student‘s art portfolio to both 

help with his practice as an Advanced Placement Studio Art teacher and to practice a new 

protocol, descriptive review. The February 9, 2004, meeting was invigorating and full of 

new learning. Roy brought a student‘s portfolio of 12 pieces of art. The purpose of the 

descriptive review is to learn to really look and study a student work, rather than quickly 

jump to judgment. CFG members viewed all the artwork and discussed what they were 

looking at in the artwork. The members were actively participating and excitement was 

prevalent in the air.  During the debriefing of the process, Roy exclaimed he was hesitant 

to bring his work. He had been worried that the comments would be ―too fluffy‖ and 
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―surface.‖ He continued, ―My CFG buddies can delve into a portfolio and give me 

insights that I missed, even as their art teacher‖ (Personal communication, 2/9/04). 

The March 8, 2004, meeting was started as usual. We had connections and the 

raspberry ice tea slushes that were always a highlight of the meeting. We all looked 

forward to Gert‘s treats to brighten our day, and this meeting was no exception. I 

presented a new idea I was working on in journaling with a student. I was working on 

building relationships with my students, while maintaining relationships with others. I 

had noticed a few of my students were taking my courses year after year. I am sure some 

of it had to do with their passion for art, but I also thought I might have something to do 

with it also. I shared my idea and the tragedy that had already occurred, the journal had 

been stolen.  

Roy facilitated a consultancy protocol, allowing me the time and space for 

reflection and learning while not having to facilitate the process. I spoke about the idea of 

a dialogue journal that Diana (student) and I would write in and communicate back and 

forth. This idea was building off journals both Roy and I had done in our classrooms a 

few years earlier on specific themes. I thought the journals would give us (Diana and me) 

our own place to grow our relationship. The tragedy happened when another student stole 

the journal. We were both upset. We were upset someone would steal, but also because 

our work was gone. We both decided it was because the journal we had started had too 

cute of a cover. We vowed to only use ugly journals in the future (and it worked because 

we never had another journal disappear).  Diana wrote in the journal on March 3rd, ―I 

don‘t want to have any regrets about high school‖ (Journal entry, 3/3/04). She made me 

think about my work at school and with the CFG. I did not want any regrets either. I did 



185 

 

 

not want to regret my work with students and bringing the world of art to them, I did not 

want to regret keeping up my relationships with family and friends, 

The City School Reform was still working on promoting change in Houston, 

including one of the original initiatives – teacher learning. In an effort to continue being a 

part of educational change, the organization put out a grant proposal for Critical Friends 

Groups to help them continue their work and go deeper into their own inquiries. I was 

intrigued to learn more about the opportunity.  ―I went to the teacher as researcher grant 

proposal today – only 7 people showed up – is that good or bad‖ (Journal entry, 3/11/04). 

I wondered if the group would want to participate and apply for the new grant. The group 

was receptive to the idea and developed a grant proposal around literacy development 

with special populations. 

Our proposal was titled, ―Working with Special Populations to Increase Literacy 

(S.P.I.L.) in visual, writing/reading, and math contexts.‖ The proposal summarized the 

pursuit as follows: 

This inquiry focuses on the special population students in our classrooms 

concentrating on literacy: visual, writing/reading and mathematics, to address 

rising concerns in the educational community due to the lack of noticeable 

increases in standardized test scores for these students. Teachers will examine 

their teaching methods using student work, teacher work and reflective journals. 

These reflective practices will help teachers focus on what is working so they can 

build on their strengths. The CFG will also look at how the methodology used in 

one content area can be transferred to other classes and foster an integration 

approach to literacy. (Taken from the Teacher as Researcher grant proposal) 
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The last meeting of the year, May 10, 2004, was a presentation of the proposal 

written to CSR for the following year. I wanted to get the group‘s input and suggestions. 

If we were all going to participate in the grant, I wanted us all to go for it. It was going to 

have to be a group decision and then an individual commitment. Some of the members 

decided to pursue the grant proposal‘s inquiry, and others chose to decline. The ones who 

chose to not pursue the grant were hesitant to become ―teacher researchers‖ as they felt 

they did not possess the abilities and/or the passion to research about their practice in a 

formal way. 

We, the members of the Teacher as Researcher CFG, were excited and scared to 

start the next chapter in our journey. The members who chose to participate were Gert 

Byrd, CATE teacher; Veronica Jugheed, ASSET teacher; Bridget Kelssie, Web mastering 

teacher; Roy Boudreaux, Art teacher; Sharon Latter, Science teacher and Department 

Chair; Cheryl Craig, Professor, University of Houston; Simon Cosenza, Math Consultant, 

Region IV; and Michaelann Kelley, Art teacher. The next year was bound to be full of 

possibilities and a new sense of purpose, but regrettably we had morphed on the journey.  

Some had been challenged to their fullest, whereas, others were still pressing onward.  
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Interim Reflection 

 Some of the members in the CFG to compete for additional funding this year; others 

did not. I am concerned that the reason some members declined to participate was that they 

did not value their own ways of knowing.  

The announcement of the grant award helped in reinforcing the work of the group and 

boosted the egos of the members. The thought that someone else valued what we were doing 

and was worthy of funding contributed the new life of the CFG. 
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Year 7 – 2004-2005 

Figure 10: Year 7 CFG story constellation visual representation 
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In August of 2004, I hastily wrote scribed in my journal, ―If the learner has not learned, 

the teacher has not taught and telling is not teaching!‖ (Journal entry, 8/4/04). In 

retrospect, this entry foreshadowed the work of the next two years. The CFG members 

had submitted a proposal to focus their research on special population students and it was 

accepted by CSR. I had come to know through my work at Eagle High School, for the 

past 12 years that many teachers just passed the special education students along, became 

frustrated working with English as a Second Language Learners (ESL), and were 

complacent in providing rigorous curriculum with the gifted and talented students. These 

root problems were not isolated at Eagle High School; they were prevalent across the 

district. The inquiry the CFG was about to embark would focus on these student 

populations in their own classes and attempt to bridge the gap that was becoming 

increasingly visible in the light of all the high stakes testing. The light that the high stakes 

accountability put on this problem was one of the few positive effects.   

The inquiry was titled, ―Working with Special Populations to Increase Literacy 

(Visual, Writing/Reading, and Math)‖ using the acronym S.P.I.L. in most conversations 

and text. The following is an excerpt from the grant, which gives the rationale for the 

inquiry, and methodology, by justifying how it will reduce the isolation on campus and a 

timeline for completion of the work. 

Rationale 

Eagle High School is located in northwest Houston and is one of five high schools 

in the Northside Independent School District. Eagle serves a community that is 

suburban by geography and urban by demography. Built in 1972, the school 

began as a small suburban high school. The bust in the Houston economy in the 
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1980s hit the community around Eagle particularly hard. Many families had lost 

their jobs and because they were unable to make the house payments, they simply 

walked away, abandoning homes to foreclosure sales. This change coupled with a 

tremendous increase in the building of area apartments, including those 

subsidized by the government, caused a shift in the demographics of both the 

community and the school. During the last decade, the community around Eagle 

has undergone rapid economic changes which have resulted in Eagle’s 

transformation to a large school with a culturally, ethnically, and economically 

diverse population. 

Eagle has been working with the espoused theory: theory, collaboration, 

and reflection will make better teachers which in turn will make better students; 

to make real changes in classroom practices and not just presenting new 

strategies through ―canned‖ professional development. While many of our 

teachers are dealing with time constraints and burn out in an ever-increasing 

stressful environment mainly because of the pressures of standardized testing, 

they continue to seek to become better teachers for our students. 

Teachers in this Critical Friends Group (CFG) have been meeting for 

almost five years together, looking at both student and teacher work. The vision is 

to push the inquiry work further by focusing on a particular area rather than a 

monthly focusing question of the presenting teacher for that particular month. 

This inquiry will focus on literacy in three areas: visual, writing/reading, and 

mathematics and the unique twist this group is embarking on are that the inquiry 

will concentrate its work in meeting the needs of the special population students 
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in our classrooms. Special population students for this proposal will be defined in 

the special education area such as 1) ASSET, which are the severely handicapped 

students, 2) the students who participate in a program that provides resource 

instruction (not mainstreamed students), 3) content mastery students who are 

mainstreamed into classes with additional help if required, and 4) the English as 

a Second Language (ESL) learners who are mainstreamed into the classrooms. 

This inquiry project will have a possible broad impact on the educational 

landscape even though a small concentrated study will be conducted because of 

the current needs in the educational community to teach ―all‖ students. 

The members of the CFG are diverse in experience and content. The 

teachers are all Eagle High School teachers and have been on the campus for at 

least two years, and some have been part of the Eagle community for over 15 

years. The teachers are active on campus and are highly participatory in 

educational activities. The external partners have been working with the group 

for just as long and show the same commitment to the process. The external 

partners are full participating members of the group, not consultants or 

observers. 

 The reason the group choose to focus on literacy with the special 

population students was we all have these students in front of us every day and 

sometimes we struggle to meet their needs under the pressures of benchmark 

tests, TAKS tests and many of the other standardized tests that are administered 

each year to our students. In years past, many of the special education students 

were exempted from the state testing, but now the TAKS requires more students to 
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be tested and less exemptions. The English as a Second Language (ESL) students 

are also forced very early into the standardized testing cycle. Therefore, as 

educators we have two choices: change the standard testing craze in our nation 

or change the way we teach our students. When the group looked at the two 

options we decided trying to change the standardized testing system is like trying 

to bring the mountain to Mohammed – so – we decided to bring Mohammed to the 

mountain. 

The story of Eagle High School was continually being restoried, the new stories of school 

depended on the lens that the campus was looking through. The narrative is structurally 

consistent, yet the focus of the grant colors the script.  

The group was feeling the pressure of meeting the indicators of the state 

accountability standards. Even though most of the members were not in state tested areas, 

the stress present on the school landscape and the personal responsibilities that members 

put on themselves was and will be apparent. 

Methods 

Each teacher will choose a select group of students as the focus of their 

inquiry. Each teacher will either administer a pre-test or use data already on 

hand that has already identified the literacy level of that student. The teachers in 

the group will have the option of choosing which one or a combination of the 

three literacy areas: visual, reading/writing, or mathematics to be the focus of 

their inquiry work. The pre-test will be administered to the whole class as not to 

single out the special population students and to add more validity to the 
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research. The post-test will also be administered to the entire class, but the only 

data that will be analyzed will be the students in the project. 

One method that will be used when looking at writing will be the Flesch-

Kincaid Grade Level, a program to gauge the grade level of the writing sample 

provided. The program will help in providing authentic data as the student will 

hand write all entries and the teacher will type in the sample (as is) and run the 

program to determine the level. Writing samples will be taken at least once a 

month during the inquiry.  

The teachers participating in the project will keep reflective journals to 

document their journeys and explorations. These journals will be used in personal 

and group reflection, as well as a means to track the implementation of the 

project.  

The CFG group will meet on a monthly basis to connect, share, and build 

a new knowledge community focused on promoting and increasing literacy in 

special population students. The meeting will employ typical Critical Friends 

Group activities such as text-based discussions, tuning protocols on lessons for 

implementation, collaborative assessments, consultancies and, of course, 

descriptive reviews of students allowing the group to get to really know the 

students in the project and understand their problem areas. This in-depth 

knowledge will be the roadmap of future lessons and activities. The roadmap will 

provide a guide to make the greatest educational impact. 

Each year the teachers participating in the inquiry will provide teacher 

work, students’ work, quantitative data (i.e. test scores) and qualitative data (i.e. 
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reflective narratives) to show the story of the teaching and learning for that year. 

These individual portfolios will be combined to make a group portfolio that 

represents the entire study. 

Even though we had proposed new ways of working together over the years, the 

members in this section were really holding onto quantitative methods and still had not 

embraced narrative ways of knowing. The methods reflect the funder‘s views of research 

and that of the public policy makers at the time. 

Reducing Isolation 

The Critical Friends Group has been meeting in relative isolation for the 

past five years. The teachers describe the experience as the ―best professional 

development I have ever had because I learn about my practice and leave with 

ideas to implement the very next day,‖ yet most of the members have done very 

little to promote and integrate CFG work into other parts of their professional 

lives. The goal of the group will be to present the findings of the inquiry project at 

a national, regional or a local conference, the group will designate members to 

present the group’s findings as it is not the goal of every member to be a 

―presenter,‖ but it is their goal to begin making the work of school and in 

particular the work of the CFG – public. Additionally, the group will work 

together to coauthor an article about the work of the two-year study to submit for 

publication.  

 The CFG will work with the school administration in using district 

strategies and implementing them in the literacy inquiry project targeted for 

special population students. The group will continue their work with its two 
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external partners, Simon Cosenza, a former co-coach of the CFG group and 

mathematics teacher at Eagle High School. His knowledge of the school culture 

and specialized skills in mathematics will make him a priceless asset to the 

project. Dr. Cheryl Craig, University of Houston professor and member of the 

CFG for the past five years, will also continue her work with the group. Her vast 

theoretical and practical knowledge provide authentic reflections and work. Dr. 

Craig is a part of the Eagle High School Community. 

The goal was to create a different relationship between those in universities and in the 

schools. We all have a common goal of educating the future, while working on a different 

but complementary agenda. Cheryl Craig had been a member for the past five years and 

was no longer seen as an outsider.  

Timeline 

 The group will begin their monthly meetings in August and continue them 

for the duration of the two-year grant. The first semester will be the ―research 

time‖ having text-based discussions and building a common understanding of the 

project. During the second semester of the first year, each teacher will implement 

the project with two students as their focus in their portfolio. During this semester 

the meetings will focus on the implementation of the project. The second year will 

be a full implementation year, and each teacher will build a portfolio that 

includes at least four students as case studies. Additional changes may need to be 

made to the timeline. 

(Taken from the Teacher as Researcher Grant to CSR, 4/13/2004) 
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The group set up a timeline, and each member received a personal goal sheet to track 

their independent teacher research with the group‘s progress and deadlines.  

Eager to begin my work on the new grant inquiry, I was considering focusing on 

ESL students in my classroom. Over the years, I had worked with ESL students and 

found it interesting that those students new to the country were placed in self-contained 

classes except for physical education and art. The students received services in all of their 

other classes, except for my class. In years past, the ESL students were given a waiver to 

the high stakes accountability testing for at least two years. No Child Left Behind 

guidelines require that ESL students be tested sooner than in years past, so how was I 

going to help my students make the literacy transition from their native language to 

English and then to visual literacy.  I penned, ―Well it is 10 days into the school year and 

I still have not been notified of my ESL students and how am I suppose to modify?‖ 

(Journal entry, 8/26/04). I wanted to know if I have any ESL students and how many? 

This could be a great area to concentrate my SPIL work and writing on in the CFG this 

year.  

About a week later, I wrote,  

I received the ESL notification and cannot believe how many ESL 

students I have. I think I am going to concentrate my efforts in that avenue. I have 

lots of students that have language problems and maybe I can work in those areas. 

I know Roy is concentrating on special education students, so I am going to 

maybe do ESL – to add a different dimension to the work. I have already seen in 

their warm ups the coping mechanism is to copy from each other‘s work – they 

are so worried about being wrong – rather than learning the material – I wonder if 
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that has anything to do with our culture of testing – and they have to test so 

quickly that they barely have time to learn the language – But it is obvious they 

learn skills for survival. (Journal entry, 9/3/04)  

Just as my ESL students learn skills for survival in the classroom, we all have learned 

coping skills for our own work. 

 The professional life of a teacher is so interwoven with our personal experiences 

in life even though many of us try and keep our professional and personal lives separate. 

There was going to be a change in venue for the September meeting because Gert had 

another death in her family. She would be out for a bit as a result. Since I have known 

Gert, she has gone through so much. I reflected: 

Things have been very hard for Gert over the past 14 months – her husband and 

her have lost all of their parents – that has got to be hard. She still is working hard 

and participating in CFG – She is a true dedicated teacher. She works really hard 

with the special education students; I think she is a fabulous person. (Journal 

entry, 9/7/04) 

I heard real compassion in Gert‘s comments about her students. I think one of the reasons 

I liked her being in the CFG was because we valued the same work ethic and had the 

same attitude towards working with the students. In schools, teachers are not robots or 

conduits of the educational information dispensing to the students. Teachers are both 

professional and people and, therefore, as such, our personal lives seep into the 

professional educational landscape. It happens with family tragedies, as well as with 

successes. The tragedies seem to affect us deeper. 
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 The first meeting of the SPIL CFG hit some major obstacles. The first was that 

several members who had originally decided to participate changed their minds over the 

summer.  In addition, Gert had experienced/was dealing with a death in the family, and 

Simon was having difficulty in getting release time to participate in the group‘s work. In 

attendance at the September meeting was Cheryl Craig, Bridget Kelssie, Roy Boudreaux, 

Sharon Latter, and I. The five of us discussed our summer and plans for implementation 

of the grant. The meeting ended earlier than usual with high hopes for the next month 

(Meeting minutes, 9/13/04). 

 Later that day, I was stopped in the hall by Bridget Kelssie. She wanted more 

explanation on the grant and the expectations for the participants. The conversation was 

odd, and I knew something was on her mind. Bridget had been very involved in the initial 

CSR grant proposal for the Gold Medal School status, but soon after receiving the grant 

became uninterested in doing the work of the grant; it seems as if this grant will receive 

the same treatment. I received an email later that day with her formal resignation from the 

SPIL grant CFG. That night I wondered, ―Bridget has decided not to participate in the 

formal grant…is it that they find that they are unwilling to change their teaching practices 

and therefore do not want to be reflective‖ (Journal entry, 10/17/04). Now I continued to 

wonder if the process of writing and reflecting formally is too much additional paperwork 

to the already intense burden of national and state accountability. I look back and 

remember during this time period we had to take attendance in three different places 

every day, every teaching period. In addition, more paperwork was required to verify we 

were teaching special education and ESL students with the proper instructional strategies. 
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The benchmark tests instituted by the district and the data collection were becoming a 

burden, rather than a reflective tool. 

 The next meeting was November 1, 2004, and attendance was dwindling. In 

attendance was Bridget (even though she was not going to participate in the grant, she 

wanted to be part of the CFG), Roy, Gert, and myself. The members did a descriptive 

review protocol looking at a writing sample from one of Roy‘s special education 

students. The group mined the paper to both gain insight into the student and her point of 

view, and also to give Roy a broad range of interventions to use when dealing with 

literacy in his classroom (Meeting notes, 11/1/04). 

Two weeks later, the CFG met again: this time Sharon, Cheryl, Veronica, Roy 

and I were in attendance. Roy was anxious to present a dilemma based on the descriptive 

review and interventions he had been implementing for the past two weeks. The 

consultancy protocol was used, and Roy received feedback and another spiral of 

comments to help him in his research (Meeting notes, 11/15/04). Later that day, I sent an 

email to Veronica stating: 

I think the consultancy protocol worked great for him and giving him some new 

ideas. I know Roy worked on obtaining some of the resources today during his 

conference. Veronica your specialized knowledge in special ed. was a great help 

in our discussion.  (Email communication, 11/15/04) 

The process of CFG and the inquiry were working well for Roy as he continued in his 

pursuit of improvement.  Roy was quick to pinpoint areas of need in his students and to 

implement learning strategies to help improve their learning. Others, including myself, 

were not as successful in the beginning. 
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 December 2004 brought tensions to the group from the outside. The everyday 

struggles with student behavior, curriculum and instructional development, and our 

personal lives were making it a struggle for some of the members to just attend the 

meetings or to even start the inquiry work. The positive side was that the people/teachers 

who were attending and participating found a place, a metaphysical place, where the CFG 

context provided collaborative  interactions and engaged in reflective practice.  

In December, Gert, Veronica, Bridget, Roy, Sharon and I participated in the CFG 

meeting. Sharon asked to be the presenter at this December gathering. She wanted to 

have the group participate in a consultancy protocol with the framing question focused on 

―How to redesign a curriculum for students who have not been successful in the past?‖ 

(Journal entry, 12/6/04). Sharon wanted to investigate alternative ways of teaching 

curriculum that a student had already failed to understand. In addition to coming up with 

ideas to meet the needs of her students, she had the added responsibility as department 

chair of identifying/discovering ways to meet the needs of all of the students in the 

science department.  

In the midst of doing the work, you sometimes forget about the basics of a 

successful knowledge community, which are the relationships. Bridget reminded me of 

that with her Christmas card when she wrote: ―I‘ve enjoyed the group so much this year 

and last. Thanks for making it possible and just being that you are! Bridget.‖ I committed 

to making it a resolution to work on relationship building with my colleagues in the 

Critical Friends Group and with my students. 

 I had been continuing to exchange journal entries with Diana, a junior that year. I 

could not believe that we were continuing the journals we had started over a year ago 
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now. I recognized/realized that I had been working on at least one relationship at school. 

In one of the entries to Diana, I shared:  

I am getting ready to participate in a meeting about CFG – I am crazy – I finally 

have a vacation day…and what am I doing – this is one of the times when I think 

that I try and make the hard choices to be a better teacher and a better 

person….(Collaborative journal, 12/10/04) 

The choices I make, and the choices other teachers make, can and do affect more than 

just me or them. The choice you make or to write in a journal could change your life and 

that of a student. 

The January 2005 CFG meeting attendance was either not taken or lost. The 

meeting notes reflect that Roy was working on learning more about his student, Kendria. 

She was a special education student, and he was having a difficult time differentiating 

instruction to meet her needs. The group gave Roy feedback (Meeting notes, 1/25/05). 

The notes from the February meeting reflect Gert, Bridget, Roy, Sharon, 

Veronica, and me in attendance. The meeting opened with connections and then a 

discussion of educationally defiant students.  The members present retold stories from 

their educational careers of students that were problematic in their classrooms and how 

they handled the situation. The narratives were helpful in creating a space to share 

experiences and build shared knowledge. We came to a common understanding of the 

topic (Meeting notes, 2/15/05). This shared experience gave us an opportunity to restory 

our personal narratives and reflect on how to handle our current experiences. 

In March, the group pulled from its espoused theory, and I found an article to help 

comprehend the theoretical underpinnings of the needs of special population students. 
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The group in attendance (Bridget, Veronica, Gert, Cheryl, Sharon, Roy, and I) used a 

text-rendering protocol to analyze the article. This protocol was developed to help a 

group of readers boil down or render the text to its essential elements (Meeting notes, 

3/5/05). The group continued to evolve and change, however, slowly. 

As the coach of a CFG group since 1998, I had started to change how things were 

done in the CFG meetings: however/and as a result, our group was becoming much less 

formal in the protocols and in responses. I was worried that breaking protocols or 

modifying them to better meet the needs of the group was wrong. As I was reflecting on 

this notion and writing about it in my journal, an answer came to me – it‘s ok. I 

constructed the following article based on those reflections with the help I received from 

my CFG in tuning and responding to the drafts. The article was first published in the 

spring of 2004. 

Breaking the Rules 

 I remember my first graphic design class in college, we all (or at least I 

did) thought we were just so fabulous, creative and artistic. My teacher at the 

time was doing what we all thought was very basic design work, and I wanted to 

get into making page layouts for products and designing new logos. After months 

of what felt like years of learning basic design, Mrs. Salchow very matter of factly 

told us, ―Before you can break the rules, you have to know them.‖ After she spoke 

those words, it clicked – I needed the basics: the theory, the research and the 

skills. When I obtained these needed facets to my education, then I could make the 

informed choice as a designer to ―break the rules.‖ 
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 I trained as a Critical Friends Coach in the summer of 1998 by two of the 

best, Daniel and Patricia. During the training, we learned how to facilitate a 

professional learning group on our campus. During this intensive weeklong 

training, I was on a roller coaster of emotions and learning. One minute I would 

be ready to run out and start the work right away and other times I was so 

drained with the demands of new theoretical learning that I would go home with 

my head pounding. Already I saw my colleagues cutting corners or skipping 

debriefs to get finished early – already breaking the rules. Yet Mrs. Salchow’s 

words stuck with me, and I stuck with learning the protocols. I could see the 

deeper levels of the process. 

 Five years later and I am back in school as a student. I was thrilled my 

first semester back when my professors passed out a chapter from The Skilled 

Facilitator, Practical Wisdom for Developing Effective Groups, and announced 

that each one of us would facilitate a group discussion around a text. I must 

confess my first thought was – YEAH! I am in with an A; I can do this hands 

down. She told us to read the chapter for homework and be prepared for the next 

class.  

 I showed up excited and ready the next class, prepared with my reading 

and time, 5 years as a CFG coach, under my belt. Next came the biggest shock of 

my life; the class simply dove into the process. No norms were set, no discussion 

of the reading, and a professor who was just trying CFG protocols because she 

had seen them done before. Needless to say, the experience in the classroom 

spiraled out of control, and by the end of the semester, over half the class had 
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completely shut down during text-based discussions. I was one of those students. 

This is a good example of not learning the rules before you break them. 

 Moving from a ―could have been better‖ example to a ―better‖ example, I 

have been working with the same CFG for over four years, and we meet every 

month. Why? Do we do the same protocols and connections that I learned in 

1998? No, but we did for quite some time. Then why? I believe because we all 

learned the rules first. In the beginning the group set up norms and built the trust 

needed to do some very reflective and deep and meaningful work.  Then after the 

first year, as the group became more comfortable with the protocol processes, we 

ventured into a whole-group inquiry based on what we believed to be powerful 

learning. Through this year-long journey, the group came to have a common 

understanding of what each of its members perceive powerful learning to be, and 

by using the protocols, to navigate the challenges we face in providing these kinds 

of learning experiences for our students.  

I don’t want to paint an unrealistic picture and portray this CFG as the 

epitome of a CFG; rather I would like to portray a group that worked and learned 

the processes together. As the coach that has been with the group the longest, my 

first co-coach retired and the second is still with the group but in a new position. I 

have found that as in families, not all times are good times but all times are a time 

to love and learn from each other. We are now very comfortable with each other 

and know each other, so when we start a meeting without going over norms, it is 

OK. When the CFG modifies protocols to meet the presenter’s needs or question, 

it is OK. While each member of the group faces many challenges in our practice, 
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every day we know that in CFG we will all work together, both inside and outside 

the protocols, to enlighten the situation. It is the informed decision making that 

makes breaking the rules – OK. 

(Article published (with some modifications) in the Spring issue of Connections: 

the journal of NSRF, 2004) 

This article helped me bring together two sometimes diametrically opposed issues: 

following the rules (protocols) and learning. I found that working through and allowing 

other experiences in my life to inform my teaching and coaching experiences would be –

ok. 

The last meeting of the year was April 26, 2005. In attendance were Sharon, 

Bridget, Gert, Veronica, Roy, and myself. The meeting opened as usual with connections, 

and then the meeting continued with individuals getting feedback on dilemmas that they 

were facing at this moment. Sharon asked for help with the science pull out program, 

Veronica was working on new applications for her program, Gert wanted feedback on her 

new food preparation class, Bridget asked for help and only focused on one student 

instead of the four the grant asked, and Roy solicited more input on the new methods he 

was implementing with his special education students. The informality of the group 

process and a lack of a protocol did not hinder the quality of the feedback. All the 

members rallied around the group to make sure everyone had gotten some idea to take 

home and reflect upon (Meeting notes, 4/26/05). 

At the end of the year, we looked forward to continuing our research the next 

school year and to writing the outcomes of our investigation.  CSR funding helped boost 

our morale in that what we were working on in our group was valuable and that we could 
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find the answers within our own school landscape.  Fortunately, we had some colleagues 

to accompany us on the journey.  Sadly, though, we lost others along the way – this time 

the accountability press seemed to be the culprit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interim Reflection 

 The relationships you have in a group are always tenuous. The ability in a large 

traditional school to fade away into the solitude of the classroom is easy. As a coach, the 

nurturing and maintaining of a collaborative group could be one of the most important 

aspects, yet one that is talked about the least or taught in the training.  

How do relationships started in a contrived manner move beyond collegial to 

collaborative or into a ‗critical friend‘? 
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Year 8 – 2005-2006 

Figure 11: Year 8 CFG story constellation visual representation 
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The new year started with a new schedule at school, Eagle High School moved 

from accelerated block schedule back to a 7-period schedule. I was overwhelmed with the 

amount of students, the amount of paperwork and the amount of grading in all the 

classes. I went from having 90 students a day to 180 students. There were almost 40 less 

minutes to each class, and this affected my teaching immensely. I had to relearn how to 

teach on this new schedule. I also started writing a blog, instead of a personal journal. 

The blog, since it was very public, the content became more of a daily agenda, rather than 

a reflective tool, which I realize now.  

 I was still writing in a collaborative journal with my student, Diana, who was now 

a senior in high school. I wrote to Diana, ―I have been very lax in writing – in fact I have 

not written all summer‖ (Collaborative journal, 8/20/05). I had been working on building 

those relationships I had committed to the year before. Edgar was one of those students to 

whom through this effort I was able to make a connection and to keep him hooked in the 

classroom in 2002. I was going to need those same skills more than ever with the new 

schedule. I published this article in the fall of 2005, highlighting my use CFG techniques 

to build relationships in the classroom.  

Laughing and Learning 

It is like the day before Christmas to me – I can’t sleep the night before the first 

day of school. I wake up with the same anticipation I did when I was seven and 

would run down the stairs to see what Santa had left for me under the tree. The 

same feelings of anticipation exist when I think about meeting my students for the 

first time. I am excited to bring them the gift of learning about art. I bubble with 
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glee at the prospect of discovering new young talent and helping my students 

appreciate the aesthetics of art. 

In August 2002, that anticipation was quickly squashed. I walked into first 

period and was met by 35 pairs of eyes – staring at me not with anticipation but 

with skepticism and doubt. In the back of the room, one pair of brown eyes came 

piercing through, almost challenging me to reach him. He sat with a group of 

young men who looked just like him at the table in the far back corner of the 

room. I smiled and tried to put on an unfettered expression, but I knew this was 

going to be a tough crowd. 

I called roll and quickly realized the eyes in the back of the room belonged 

to Edgar, a sophomore. I knew the activities I had planned for the day were 

useless. If I didn’t make a connection with Edgar and the others quickly, I would 

never make that connection. It would be a long year.  

My mind was racing a mile-a-minute, and faster than I can type the 

following paragraph, it all went through my mind. I thought about John Dewey 

(1938) and his philosophy of experience and education, specifically, ―the belief 

that all genuine education comes about through experience.‖ I had also recently 

received a book as a gift and in it one of the teachers talks about her philosophy 

of ―teaching as caring‖ (Valenzuela, 1999). As a Critical Friends Group (CFG) 

coach and national facilitator of new CFG coaches training, I knew that one of 

the keys to building a successful learning community was establishing 

relationships. How do we do that in CFG training? We start by using team 

builders to learn about each other. I had the knowledge. I had the toys. 
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I took the students outside to the hallway by the gym, and we made a large 

circle. We did the group juggle. While tossing the toys and learning names, we 

laughed. Everyone participated, yet some like Edgar not very enthusiastically. 

When we had had enough at 8:00 am, we came in and debriefed. The students 

made immediate connections to their lives and to their multiple roles as 

teenagers. Many students talked about being a good student, football player, band 

member, son or daughter, and some on even being employees – all the different 

roles they have and all the people they have to answer to. The discovery was that 

they have precious little time for themselves. I noticed during all of this Edgar 

was silent, but attentive.  

That night I wrote in my journal about that class and those brown eyes in 

the back of the room that challenged me to throw out my normal first day agenda 

and get to know him. 

The next morning, we started the boring beginning of school routines: 

class syllabus, safety in the classroom, and the vocabulary of art. The students 

who love school were with me. Edgar was being passively attentive, those eyes 

still looking and waiting. I needed to continue what I had started the day before. 

Again, we all tracked out to the hallway by the gym, and I had just one ball this 

time. I had the students participate in warp speed, as the day before all; even 

Edgar participated but again, not all enthusiastically. I kept pushing the group to 

get a faster time. I was relentless and would not let them settle for quitting. Just as 

I was about to give up on the group, Edgar stepped up and gave a brilliant 

suggestion on how to rearrange for the class to achieve a faster speed. His 
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tablemates listened, but no one else did. The traditional high school leaders were 

in control. He was quiet, but then after two more rounds of disappointing times, 

Edgar again offered his suggestion. This time he was more forceful and physically 

moved to the center of the group. This time the group, desperate for a solution, 

heard him and made the necessary changes.  The group was successful. 

At first, during the debriefing of the activity centered on complaints, such 

as ―It was too hot‖ or ―This is not appropriate for art class,‖ I listened and then 

reflected on what I saw happening during the game and how not all voices were 

heard or equally valued. I asked the group to state who they thought were the 

leaders, the innovators and the followers. The conversation took on a whole new 

dimension and was productive. The class talked about Edgar and his suggestion 

and how if he had not tried again to be heard, the whole group would have failed. 

The bell rang and as all the students left, I pulled Edgar aside and told 

him, ―You made a big mistake today – I now know how smart you are and what a 

good leader you can be.‖ I winked, and he smiled and left.  

As an art teacher, I have worked hard to build in opportunities to learn 

more about my students. I move about the room critiquing artwork and giving 

technique suggestions. I am constantly struggling though to provide each student 

with individual instruction and personal time in classes that have 35 students. I 

try during these one-on-one times to learn more about each student and allow 

space for them to learn about themselves and their strengths and others and their 

strengths. Edgar, over the course of the 18-week course, became a leader. 

Sometimes young Hispanic males fall prey to the stereotype that doing well in 
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school is not ―cool.‖ Edgar became a positive example that doing well in class, 

both academically and artistically, does not diminish your ―coolness.‖ During 

class we talked and learned more about each other. We found out we had more in 

common than either of us would have thought. We shared our family experiences, 

our experiences in school and even our similar religious beliefs and values. He 

began to exceed expectations rather than just meet them in my art class and in all 

aspects of his life. For example, the state curriculum specifies in a beginning art 

class the students will have studio experiences in both 2-D and 3-D art 

production. The sculpture project has proved to be very challenging to most of my 

students, even students who had previously done well in the class. Edgar, 

however, immediately understood the 2-D and 3-D concepts and was quickly 

producing structurally sound and very artistic pieces.  At the same time, he 

noticed he was one of the few. He, therefore, would spend half the class working 

on his project and the other half helping others and teaching them. His grade in 

class was in the top 10% of all my students and his quiet leadership led me to 

believe he could be an asset to the art program at our school. 

 My experiences with Edgar led me to recommend him for the National Art 

Honor Society. He joined and has been an active member for the past three years. 

In his second year at Eagle High School, he was invited to join the Science 

National Honor Society and has been an active member in that organization for 

the past two years. He made a critical choice that semester to focus on learning, a 

choice he continues to make.   
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I believe I had a small role to play in spurring Edgar’s decision.   I also 

made a minded choice that semester: to focus on understanding the students in 

front of me and build relationships with them. I was especially determined to meet 

the challenge of the pair of brown eyes in the back of the room. The interaction I 

had with Edgar has made me look at my practice differently. Sergiovanni (2001) 

states, ―Teachers analyze different situations and monitor how situations change 

as practice unfolds. They craft strategies that combine action with thinking‖ (p. 

253). I still keep a journal and reflect on my teaching practice. I can’t say I have 

found the holy grail for all teachers, but what I have discovered in really looking 

at the needs of my students, working on building relationships with my students 

and continually reflecting on my and their thoughts and actions helps me to be a 

better teacher tuned to my students’ needs. I do get complaints all the time from 

past and current students, ―Why didn’t we get to do that?‖ or ―Why aren’t we 

doing what my sister did?‖ My answer is always, ―I don’t have the same students 

as last year or when your sister took my class; why would I teach the same way or 

the same thing?‖ Over the past 12 years, teaching strategies, classroom 

management strategies and various standardized tests have come and gone. 

Through all of this change, I have maintained the students at the center of my 

teaching. Striving to be remembered as a teacher who cared for them, laughed 

with them, and taught them something about themselves that they didn’t even 

know has always my passion.  

Edgar is now a senior and has enlisted in the United States Marines 

Corps. Recently, Edgar and I spent some time after school talking about those 
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first days in art class. Edgar talks about how I saw something in him beyond the 

façade he felt he was compelled to wear as a Mexican-American teenage male. 

He continued with how all his friends have since dropped out of school or are 

barely passing, remarking how that could have been him. He laughs and 

comments that he doesn’t understand how they can throw away their lives – he 

pauses, then reflects and remembers – ―I almost did.‖ 
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Not soon after the start of school and my notorious ball throwing activities, our 

nation suffered a severe hurricane affecting people all over the United States and putting 

response teams and political systems center stage. Hurricane Katrina, although it did not 

hit Houston, directly impacted Eagle High School with the addition of almost three 

hundred hurricane victims. The addition of these students changed the behavioral 

dynamics in the classrooms (they were not part of the initial classroom team building), 

how we taught in the classroom (as many of the students were behind in the curriculum) 

and mostly how we learned to care and be thankful. The following is an article I wrote 

after the hurricane and the addition of students from Louisiana. 
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Storms Swell, Paradigms Shift 

April 3, 1974, is a date I will always remember. It was the day a F5 

tornado demolished my new home of only six months. I was 10 years old with five 

younger brothers and sisters. Dinner was in the oven, and we were playing in the 

driveway collecting hail. At that time, we had no idea that hail was sometimes a 

precursor to violent tornados. As my mother was finishing her conversation with 

my grandmother, she called us to the dinner table, when suddenly the phone went 

dead. She heard a loud noise, what she later described as a train, and looked out 

the backdoor and saw the tornado coming. She yelled into the kitchen for the kids 

to run to the basement; we did. As soon as my dad reached the last step, the house 

was blown away. Walking up the steps and seeing daylight where a house once 

was will change your perspective on natural disasters forever. 

Many of my students will also have a date, August 29, 2005, engraved in 

their mind. Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast and destroyed a region. Unlike a 

tornado that hits suddenly, the fear and panic of an approaching hurricane starts 

days earlier. Two of my students retell the story of their exhausting 15 hour car 

ride to safety in Houston while one of my girls tells of the harrowing five days in 

the Superdome without food, water and, as she likes to point out, deodorant. The 

physical pain and mental anguish endured by the students before the hurricane 

was exacerbated after the hurricane. I do not need to recount the terrible 

atrocities that were endured and the many mistakes that were made. The fact that 

so many of the students have survived and are forging a new life for themselves is 

a testament to their resilience. 
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For well over six months after the tornado, I lived with my three brothers, 

two sisters and parents with my grandparents. We slept three to a bed, but we 

were with family. My grandparents’ home was close enough that I could still go 

to my same school. After the storm, mom found my school uniform waving as a 

flag from the top of a tree branch. I was excited, as if it was a snow day, about not 

having school not realizing the stability and security that school provided me. 

Nevertheless, mom knew, just as I know because of my experience, that providing 

a safe and secure school environment would be a key for the students of 

Hurricane Katrina. 

Before Nenisha was even out of the Super Dome in New Orleans, Tyron 

and Byron, twins, were already registering for school. The twins were eager to 

get into a routine at school and, after they saw the football program, were ready 

to play. They had lots of attention thrown on them immediately with newspaper 

articles and television morning shows. They became an asset to the community 

and carved a niche for themselves. Others have not been so lucky. 

Over the next month, Louisiana students would come and attend our and 

other schools in the Houston area. As they struggled to find a place to live and 

survive, school was secondary to their basic needs. I worked with my students in 

trying to create a nurturing environment and a place where they could feel safe, 

and maybe for 50 minutes, be a teenager. We talked about New Orleans’ schools 

and how they were different from Eagle High School. I remember Byron telling 

me about a new student from Dallas at their school. Everyday he was beaten up 

by the kids until he went back to Dallas. He laughed and said, ―We are tough.‖ 
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William, who went to the same school as the twins, said, ―My high school 

experience has changed because of Katrina by being in another location. My 

education has also changed because we get books in Houston. In New Orleans, 

we didn’t bring books home. All we had were class copies. And, the students were 

fighting everyday.‖  

Many conversations with students from New Orleans about losing their 

homes, their possessions and their school revealed how they were frustrated, tired 

and felt helpless. I did not find it surprising when fights broke out at many of the 

Houston area schools. So why were others surprised that this was happening on 

campuses? These were teenagers fighting to belong, fighting for their way of life, 

and fighting for their community. Angela wrote, ―The hurricane has affected my 

life in many ways. Far as school goes, it’s hard to focus knowing there is a lot 

going on around me.‖ Angela continued to lament about missing her school and 

the activities in which she had participated. She continued, ―Don’t get me wrong, 

learning did come first, but there were times when we enjoyed being a high school 

student.‖ 

The teenagers from New Orleans are looking for a place to feel safe and 

secure. I had my school to help me through the disaster of my childhood, but these 

kids do not have that place – everything has been taken from them. The 

curriculum has to take a backseat in the classroom while teachers and 

administrators work to provide a community for the kids from New Orleans. 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs proposes that until we can fulfill the physiological, 
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safety, love/belonging, and esteem related needs of our students; the students will 

never reach self-actualization.  

With the tragedy of the tornado, my teachers already knew me and knew 

ways to help me. We must make a conscience effort to get to know our new 

students so that we can learn how to serve them better. A friend recently informed 

that this is difficult at the high school level because we are more concerned or 

passionate about our content. I think we need to make a call for action to become 

passionate about the children in front of us and less about covering our content. 

How can we leave no child behind when we have no idea who the child is? 

Naima, a bright and cheerful teenager, is able to see the silver lining in 

this terrible event, but also relates her frustration and yearning for family. She 

writes, ―I like Houston and my school because the teachers teach. I could stay in 

Houston because there are many opportunities here…but everything is far away. 

My friends are so far away, and my family is all over the world.‖ Teachers, 

remember you are part of their family now. Show them with love and care. 

Teaching and learning will naturally follow. 

Reference 

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A Theory of Human Motivation. Psychological Review, 

50, 370-396. 

(Taken from Connections: a journal for NSRF, spring 2006) 

Less than two months, after this tragic hurricane, Houston was hit with Hurricane Rita, 

and although it was mild compared to Hurricane Katrina, the ability for my students and 

myself to have empathy for their fellow Louisiana students increased.  
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 The natural disasters created havoc in curriculum calendars, standardized testing 

plans and, of course, CFG meeting dates. Over the course of the rest of the school year, 

we met sporadically and kept few notes. The meetings were about the case studies being 

developed and the research focusing on special populations and literacy. Although it 

seemed that these case studies were somewhat contrived, when we reflect on these 

experiences that cross lines of color, gender, and socio-economic – it is relevant to each 

individual‘s learning. The members completing the two years are different from the ones 

that started, yet the material is relevant to each teacher‘s learning. Each member wrote a 

section to be included in the portfolio. Members who finished and wrote a report about 

their inquiry are Sharon Latter, Science Department Chair; Liz Clayton, AP World 

History;  Roy Boudreaux, AP Studio and Art1; Dr. Cheryl Craig, University of Houston; 

and Arthur Sundry, Chemistry. My contributions to the report/portfolio were the articles 

featuring Edgar and the twins from Louisiana. 

 The inquiries will be presented in the order listed above, which was the order on 

the report cover. Each member brings their own writing style and perspective on the 

school and their teaching. In using their own writing, instead of my telling you what they 

wrote, you will get a full color picture of the work of the CFG and of the individual 

members. Sharon Latter, Department Chair, brought a dilemma to the meeting the 

previous year on reteaching students. She built on that and wrote about best practices in 

science education. The following is taken directly from the portfolio submitted to CSR, 

written by Sharon. 

Best Practices in Science Education: The Effects of Using Open-ended Inquiry 

Labs on Standardized Testing 
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With the advent of higher educational standards as defined by state and 

federal governments, more importance is placed on the need for teachers to 

become intentionally focused in their teaching practices.  Consequently, not only 

are science teachers asked to implement differentiated strategies in their approach 

to classroom practices; also, students are being required to demonstrate mastery 

and academic growth in broader and more complex areas of study.  Currently, 

science standards require a student to develop and maintain an understanding of 

scientific processes, concepts, and skills in several areas of study over a longer 

period of time.  Many issues facing educators and students as they strive to meet 

these challenges can be rather daunting.  Some areas of concern for teachers are 

training in content areas, training and implementation of best practices, and 

building teacher confidence and comfort with the material. Other problems such 

as student interest and motivation, reading skills, study habits, retention of 

material over time, cultural identity issues, student efficacy, and the connection of 

content to student culture are areas where gaps may occur in an individual‘s 

education.  In addition, matters of concern may include equipment needs, safety 

issues, complex concepts tied to unfamiliar vocabulary, and quantity and quality 

of lab experience. While the list is by no means complete, it represents the many 

challenges to the modern science teacher and student.   

Non-English speaking students can have a particularly difficult time in the 

science classroom due to the difficult vocabulary, as well as the breadth and depth 

of the subject. However, the challenge is not simply to learn science vocabulary 
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and content, but also to be able to perform competently on the same standardized 

tests as regular students. 

In the 2005-2006 school year, Linda (pseudonym), a young Vietnamese 

female student was enrolled in the Sharon‘s fourth period honors biology class 

and became a primary interest in this study. Linda was shy, unsure, and reticent 

initially. However, she was always attentive in class. The fourth period class 

contained 28 students, 66% of whom were female. Ethnic demographics included 

50% Hispanic, 25% African American, 21% Asian, and 4% Caucasian. The 

school in which the study took place was a large high school (population 2,400) 

set in an urban environment where the ethnic and economic demographics varied 

greatly. Other students participating in this study were randomly selected from the 

researcher‘s tenth grade honors biology class attendance sheets. Only data from 

students who returned signed parental and student consent forms were used. The 

purpose of this study was to find out if a specific teaching methodology, an open-

ended (student designed) approach to lab experiments or a teacher driven 

(worksheet) approach, had a positive effect on student comprehension and 

retention of scientific content and science process skills. The research design was 

a repeated measures design combined with a pre-test post-test assessment.  

The researcher used a repeated measures research design with a modified 

pre-test and post-test assessment, as well as a comparison of students‘ lab grade 

averages. The pre-test consisted of a released TAKS test the students analyzed for 

individual results according to five objectives: (1) Nature of Science, (2) Living 

Sciences, (3) Interdependence of Organisms in the Environment, (4) Solutions 
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and Properties of Matter, and (5) Motion, Forces and Energy. Only the scores 

from Objective 1 were used for the pre-test data.  The post-tests were multiple 

choice lab practicals that also represented nature of science objectives. In order to 

address the issue of researcher bias, question prompts for the post-test practicals 

were analyzed by the researcher and two colleagues for knowledge and skill 

difficulty and critical thinking according to Bloom‘s taxonomic levels. The 

repeated measures incorporated two different approaches to the laboratory 

experience. Initially, the researcher used of a series of worksheet labs where each 

experiment was designed for the student and included analysis questions, many of 

which were answered in the text of the worksheet. The second series of labs was 

comprised of open-ended inquiry labs where the researcher posed a problem in 

question form, made a variety of equipment available, and allowed students to 

design and implement their own means of answering the question. Also, the 

students were coded for gender, and results of gender effects were analyzed. In 

addition, lab grades for each type of lab were tracked and analyzed for 

differences. 

 Initially, the researcher used, as a pre-test, a pre-released TAKS test to 

assess the students‘ knowledge and skills of the nature of science. The first 

repeated measure intervention was the implementation of a series of worksheet 

labs that provided students with pre-designed experiments. The researcher then 

incorporated a post-test for the worksheet labs in order to measure the effects, if 

any, on students‘ science knowledge and skills. Following the worksheet post-

test, the students experienced a series of open-ended inquiry labs that included a 
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question or problem to solve as well as the availability of a variety of equipment. 

Also, students were given the opportunity to create their own lab design in order 

to answer the questions posed by the researcher. Next, a post-test for open-ended 

inquiry labs was administered to determine the effects of using open-ended 

inquiry on students‘ science knowledge and skills. Other data collected by the 

researcher included lab grades from both interventions. 

Data were analyzed using the dependent t-test to compare the means of the 

post-test assessment for worksheet labs to the assessment for open-ended inquiry 

labs. A second dependent t-test was run to compare lab score averages for 

worksheet and inquiry labs. The standard deviation and t-score of each analysis set 

were recorded and analyzed. 

Interestingly, the dependent t-test data analysis demonstrated a significant 

increase in the mean scores of the open-ended inquiry assessment as compared to 

the worksheet assessment with the mean difference of  17.54 and a standard 

deviation of 12.74 while t(45) = 9.34, p< .05. Conversely, worksheet lab averages 

were slightly higher compared to inquiry lab averages with a mean difference of 

7.40, a standard deviation of 6.64 and t(48) = 7.79, p<.05. 

Table 1 

Mean Achievement Scores of Worksheet and Open-ended Inquiry Assessment 

Tools 

Categories        M       SD  

 

Worksheet post-test    55.17    11.73 

Open-ended inquiry post-test   72.71    13.61 

Worksheet Lab average   89.48    6.10 

Open-ended inquiry lab average  82.08    5.36  
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Linda‘s scores: 

Pre-test- 47  

Worksheet post-test- 61 

Open-ended inquiry post-test-73 

Worksheet Lab average- 89 

Inquiry Lab average- 75 

 

The purpose of this study was to determine the effects of using open-ended 

inquiry labs on student achievement. Findings indicate there was an increase in 

student mean scores when comparing the open-ended inquiry post-test mean to the 

worksheet post-test mean. These data support the use of open-ended inquiry labs as 

a classroom practice that could have a positive effect on increasing student 

achievement. However, the lab average comparison demonstrates a higher mean 

score of worksheet lab averages, possibly due to the nature of worksheet labs. 

Indeed, the structure of the worksheet labs offered definite procedures, blank data 

tables and pre-determined questions, the answers to which were found in the text of 

the worksheet. Open-ended-inquiry labs, on the other hand, have little 

predetermined structure except what the students themselves provide.  

Linda‘s data indicate an improvement in achievement as exhibited in the 

increase in her test scores. Her lab averages also mirrored those of the other 

students. Interestingly, her TAKS scores reveal a solid understanding of objective 

one, nature of science. It would be interesting to note that the researcher had 

intentionally modified tests and reading passages for Linda in the beginning of the 

school year and had stopped all modifications soon after the mid-year point. No 

modifications were implemented for Linda during this study. 
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Interestingly, unsolicited comments from the students during the worksheet 

lab intervention included an acknowledged comfort in the process because use of 

that type of lab was a common experience. Also, they liked the security of knowing 

that if they had a question, they could go back and find it in the text. In fact, the 

students exhibited a confidence in their ability to perform the experiments as 

outlined in the worksheet. On the other hand, during open-ended inquiry labs, 

comments were more along the lines of students requesting more time and asking 

to continue the experiment the next day. As observed by the researcher, students 

displayed an interest and enthusiasm in finding the answer to the question. On the 

other hand, students were unsure about categorizing variables and seemed weak in 

measurement skills and organizing data. 

This study implies increased student achievement through use of open-

ended inquiry labs as demonstrated by the difference in post-test means. However, 

the worksheet lab average mean was higher than open-ended inquiry lab average 

mean. Also, the use of work-sheet labs, while providing a sense of familiarity for 

the student, seemed by the nature of the lab type, to limit a student‘s autonomy. 

Conversely, open-ended inquiry labs, although placing students in the ―unknown,‖ 

seemed to present opportunities for student autonomy, interactive problem solving, 

and real world connections. 

The effect of open-ended inquiry labs on student achievement demonstrated 

some indications of improvement of student scores in the second post-test. Linda‘s 

scores mirrored the same pattern. Also, the researcher observed an increase in 

student enthusiasm during implementation of the open-ended inquiry labs. 
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Conversely, the use of worksheet labs, while providing students with a known 

structure that led to better lab scores, did nothing to improve students‘ knowledge 

and skills regarding science processes. Student with English language deficiencies 

may do well in open-ended inquiry lab settings since they have less to do with 

language and more to do with science process skills. Certainly, a combination of 

activities and strategies is necessary to address the needs of this special group of 

students. Thus, further research is necessary to better help educators identify and 

implement best practices in the science classroom in order to provide educational 

support for a diverse student population. 

The inquiry journey forged by Sharon and the science classroom provided insight into the 

both the best practices of teaching in a science lab, and also the possible benefits for the 

ESL student. Sharon‘s scientific background was reflected in her style of writing and 

research. She used quantitative data and her personal narrative to construct meaning for 

her in the research. 

 Liz was not a member last year but has been a member of the CFG in years past, a 

member of the reform team during the Gold Medal years, and a dear friend. When some 

of last year‘s members faded away, Liz wanted to get back in and reflect on her practice. 

She was excited to be a part of a collaborative group again. Although her students did not 

fit the special education or ESL grouping, the gifted and talented tend to be underserved 

at Eagle High School. These students are seen as being able to succeed with or without a 

good teacher; therefore, they sometimes do without proper instruction. Liz illustrates how 

she works with students to show them the world. The following was Liz‘s submission to 

the portfolio. 
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 "Just keep chipping away." 

 These words were written in beautiful calligraphy on a bookmark that 

Brittany, one of my ex-students, made in her art class.  

 "Here, Mrs. Clayton. Mr. Boudreaux told us to make a bookmark with the 

quote that inspired us the most in my high school career." 

 Just keep chipping away? 

 "Yes, anytime it was hard to understand all the different things going on in 

history, you would always tell us not to get overwhelmed and to 'just keep 

chipping away.' We would eventually understand how all the events fit together. I 

think about this anytime I feel I can't handle a something at school." 

 Curiously enough, I do not remember saying this. However, when I asked 

my other students, they told me I always tell them not to get frustrated, to grab a 

small piece of whatever they are trying to accomplish and begin chipping away at 

it rather than be snowed under by the enormity of the task. Actually, ―just keep 

chipping away‖ is not just how I encourage my students to approach learning. It is 

also how I approach teaching Advanced Placement World History to 10
th

 graders 

in a large Title I majority-minority comprehensive high school 

Background 

 Of this year‘s 10
th

 graders at the school where I teach, 68% are considered 

―at risk‖ due to low socio-economic status or limited English proficiency. The 

school is a target of "No Child Left Behind." This year only 34% of our 10th 

graders passed all parts of the state-mandated testing (TAKS test). Because of this 

low passing percentage rate, our curriculum is standardized and highly aligned to 
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the knowledge and skills needed to pass this test. Passing the TAKS tests has 

become the bar. 

 It is not a very high bar for honors and/or gifted students; however, in 

lower grade levels an inordinate amount of time is spent on ensuring students 

perform well on these exams. Therefore, students arrive in my 10th grade class 

unchallenged; they are generally unaccustomed to accessing difficult text readings 

on their own and struggle to form thesis statements that can be backed up with 

historical evidence. They have little experience "chipping away" at anything.  

 Advanced Placement (AP) is a program designed by the College Board 

(the same group that administers the SAT) that allows high school students to take 

subject-specific exams for college credit. High school courses that prepare 

students for these exams are rigorous in acquisition of college-level knowledge 

and skills. It is a tremendous leap up from the on-grade level state-mandated 

content-specific exams (TAKS tests). Though anyone at any grade level may take 

an AP exam, students throughout the United States generally take Advanced 

Placement courses in their junior and senior years. Our school offers two AP 

courses specifically for 10th graders:  AP World History and AP Biology. 

  This year the school had an open-enrollment policy for Advanced 

Placement courses—if students believe they can handle the coursework, they are 

welcome. However, if they enroll in the course, they are required to take the AP 

exam for college credit. Our district has various grants that allow students to 

waive the $84 fee for taking the exam. 

Student Demographics 
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 I began the 2005 – 2006 school year with forty-six students enrolled in AP 

World History. At the semester break in December, ten students were removed 

and placed in an honors class due to their inability to keep up with the rigorous 

coursework. Fourteen students from the honors classes moved up to AP. This 

resulted in fifty students, divided into two classes, as the final enrollment. 

Twenty-one are identified as gifted and talented; twenty-five have been in honors 

classes, and four students have moved up from a regular class. Twenty-nine of the 

students were also preparing for the Advanced Placement Biology exam. All are 

10th graders except one student who is behind in credits, but classified as an 11th 

grader. Classes met for one 55 minute period five days a week for 36 weeks (the 

entire school year). 

 In total thirty-one females and nineteen males completed Advanced 

Placement World History. Asians were over-represented; African Americans were 

under-represented. The Hispanic and White population roughly mirrored that of 

the school population (see chart). Sixteen students were served by the English as a 

Second Language program at some point in their schooling. Four students did not 

exit the program until they were in middle school. Interestingly, thirty-eight 

students (76%) reported living with both biological parents.  

 AP World 

History 

group 

10th graders at  

Eagle High School 

Total number 50   (6%) 784 

Ethnicity   

     Asian 18 (36%) 43   (6%) 

     Hispanic 18 (36%) 347 (44%) 

     African 

American 

11 (22%)  372 (47%) 
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     White 3   (6%) 22   (3%) 

Gender   

     Female 31 404 

     Male 19 390 

Economically 

disadvantaged 

29 (58%) 520 (66%) 

Identified as gifted 

and talented 

21 (42%) 53   (7%) 

10th grade TAKS   

     Passed all  49 (99%) 265 (34%) 

     Commended on 

all  

6 (12%) 8   (1%) 

     Commended on 

social studies  

29 (58%) 118 (15%) 

 

 These fifty students formed the group with whom I had to "chip away" 

10,000 years of world history. The AP curriculum requires students to compare 

ideas and trends across time periods, but also across cultures. For example, they 

must know similarities and differences between trading patterns of the Romans, 

Han Chinese and the Gupta in India. In addition, they need to be able to trace how 

these patterns changed between 100 and 600 AD. The history of the entire world 

is an enormous rock from which to chip. 

Strategies Accessing College-Level Texts 

 Reading rigorous texts was the largest obstacle to student success. My 

initial strategy was for the students to read sections of the text and then take 

quizzes based on the readings. It became apparent early in the course that only 

about 20% of the students could read critically enough to see the trends and 

patterns needed to meet the expectations of the course.  

 My next strategy was to have students outline the readings. In middle 

school students had been taught "Cornell Notes," double-columned note-taking 
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strategy: outlines of reading are done in the right column; summaries of notes, 

questions raised and student-drawn illustrations are placed in the left. This was a 

disaster. Rather than outline or take notes in the right column, many students 

recopied the chapter. What should have been an interesting half an hour nightly 

reading assignment turned into hours of drudgery? At the same time, many of the 

students were also facing an equally heavy reading load in their Advanced 

Placement Biology class. Numerous parents phoned to express worry that their 

children were staying up past midnight every night to complete reading 

assignments; others complained that their children had no time for sports or other 

outside activities. 

 My main objective as a teacher is to provide rigor without having students 

lose their love of history. The reading of the text rapidly became a problem. My 

three top students hate structured note-taking. They are naturally gifted at seeing 

relationships. In surveying these top students, I found that all three are voracious 

readers who also play computer-simulation games involving various civilizations. 

One related that as he reads, he creates a television show in his head. When it is 

time to recall the facts, he simply "rewinds the tape." 

 I decided to allow those students who were accessing the text well on their 

own to continue whatever strategy they were already using, provided they 

maintained high marks on reading quizzes. For the others, I provided guided 

reading questions to direct the students to main ideas and supporting facts. This 

worked out particularly well with those who are not native English speakers. 

These students reported difficulty with simply trying to decode the text. To help 
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with this, I also tried to identify words such as hegemony, stratification, gentry, 

marginalization, and hierarchy that were part of the reading, but not necessarily 

vocabulary related to particular units. 

 Most students reported that the guided reading prompts helped direct them 

to identify the main ideas and therefore better understand concepts. However, I 

am unsure that this has assisted them in skills required to access the college-level 

texts. Given the depth and breadth of the world history subject matter required for 

the Advanced Placement World History exam, as well as the skills of this 

particular group of students, I chose to maintain the crutch of the reading prompts.   

Socratic Seminar 

 Though I abandoned the Cornell Notes outlining strategy, I continued to 

have students write questions about the reading based on different levels of 

Bloom's Taxonomy. We then used the questions in Socratic Seminars.  

 This worked well in one of my classes which included two females (both 

Hispanic) who are natural leaders and two of the males (one Hispanic and one 

Anglo) who are the top students, but who are not very assertive. For discussions, I 

often divided the class into two groups with one of the "lead dogs" in charge and 

one of the "sages" in each group. All students in this class ranked these sessions 

as most useful in helping them prepare for the Advanced Placement exam.  

 However, this same strategy was a mess in my other class. This class had 

the third top student (Hispanic male), who is also not very assertive. Unlike the 

other class, no clear leaders emerged. Instead, the class had a number of students 

who remind me of excitable puppies—they love history, love me, love what they 
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are learning and love to hear the sound of their own voices. It also had the largest 

group of non-native English speakers who would speak with me on a one-on-one 

basis, but did not have the confidence to go up against the "puppies." No matter 

how tightly I facilitated this class, just maintaining order was a struggle. Some in 

this class reported Socratic Seminars as useful; others did not. 

Visual Literacy 

 Visual literacy provided the key to working with many of the students, 

particularly those who are not native English speakers. Students completed 

various projects to help them visualize history, much like my student who creates 

the television shows in his head as he reads. 

 Throughout the year, students designed PowerPoint presentations in which 

they visually depicted each of the objectives provided by the College Board for 

the five units of study in Advanced Placement World History. There are 

approximately 450 objectives in total. The students created two slides for each 

objective: one stating the objective with a visual, the second explaining the 

objective.  To complete their slides, students were divided into world area groups 

of four-to-five students. Each group had a mater- or paterfamilias to ensure that 

all group members contributed. 

 The slides were used in a number of ways. During school, students used 

them for in-class presentations. I used them for after-school review sessions. The 

students also made flashcards from the slides. We then took old Trivial Pursuit 

game boards and played the game with the student-created flashcards, rather than 

the ones provided by the manufacturer. 
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 All students reported the PowerPoints as being helpful in preparing for the 

test. For example, rather than just reading about the fall of the Manchu Dynasty, 

students viewed a slide which pitted the last emperor, four-year-old Puyi, against 

Dr. Sun Yat-sen. The slides/flashcards provided a visual hook around which the 

students could build their stories of history. 

 In addition to the PowerPoints, we created 10 ft x 6 ft "tapestries" (two 10 

ft. pieces of bulletin board paper laminated and then taped together) for each of 

the five historical periods detailed in the College Board standards for the 

Advanced Placement World History course. These were divided vertically into 

the beginning, middle and end of each time period and horizontally into seven 

different areas of the world. The tapestries completely covered two walls of my 

classroom, with each time period represented by a different color. In their area 

groups, the students then designed visual representations of events from the 

beginning, middle and end of each of the time periods. Each world area had the 

same horizontal space on all five of the tapestries. The students could then not 

only visualize vertically what was happening all across the world during the same 

time period, they could also follow their area horizontally across time.  

 The student-reported usefulness of the tapestries varied. The group 

assigned the Americas was very creative and designed a running comic strip that 

was both insightful and witty. Other world areas lacked a sense of design or relied 

too much on text. Their illustrated timelines were much less useful. The tapestries 

helped me, however, in fielding questions. Part of the AP curriculum is for 

students to be able to place events in historical context. The different colored 
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tapestries allowed me to color-code time periods and respond to questions that 

events "happened in the brown, not in the green." 

 In addition, we had before-school sessions in which we viewed the ten-

hour CNN Millennium series. Attendance for the morning sessions varied 

between ten and thirty-five students, all of whom reported the visuals in this series 

as useful. I also invited the art teacher to give an illustrated lecture about 

Byzantine and Islamic art based on her recent trip to Turkey. This turned out to be 

particularly useful as one of the essays on this year's AP exam asked students to 

trace cultural changes in the post-Classical Roman Empire. 

Essay Writing 

 The AP World History exam consists of 70 multiple choice questions and 

three essays:  a document-based question, a question in which the students must 

analyze how an area of the world changed over time, and finally a question which 

calls for students to compare and contrast different areas of the world during the 

same time period.  

 We are lucky in AP World History to have very tight rubrics for the 

essays. Students get one point for a thesis which addresses the prompt, another for 

providing evidence, another for analysis of the evidence, etc. In addition to 

writing essays, we used the rubrics not only to peer-grade, but also to mark 

sample essays provided by the College Board. Students reported this as extremely 

useful in helping with the essay portion of the test, particularly with the 

document-based question.  
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 Just as I had some students who are natural critical readers, I had some 

students who began the year being able to write clear, concise technical essays. 

However, this was the area which students reported as very difficult, even at the 

end of the course. I tried using the Jane Schafer method of teaching an analytical 

essay. Again, most students, principally those who are not native English 

speakers, still struggled.  

 Thesis statements were particularly difficult. I could not get many of the 

students beyond the "There are many similarities and differences between X and 

Y civilizations." We tried using College Board essays as exemplars, with students 

changing the words to fit different essay prompts. This worked well when 

students were in small groups; however, on their own with an unfamiliar prompt, 

many reverted to the "many similarities and differences" thesis. 

 After taking this year's AP exam, some students reported only answering 

the document-based question, which requires merely the ability to analyze short 

primary-source readings. To me, this is the easiest of the essays. They did not feel 

comfortable enough with the other two essays to even attempt them. I am unsure 

of the implications of this for their overall grading. Each essay has a maximum 

score of nine points, with most essays scoring in the three-to-four point range. 

Spending time on the one essay they knew may have been better than wasting 

time on essays for which they had little chance of scoring any points.  

 In a post-test questionnaire, most students desired that more class time had 

been spent practicing writing change-over-time and compare/contrast essays. 
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However, when I probed further, I found that the students knew the rubrics for the 

essays; it was the subject-matter about which they were unsure. 

Questions Raised 

 After taking the AP World History test this year, only half of the students 

reported feeling confident that they performed well enough on the exam to receive 

university credit. Students felt more confident in understanding the vocabulary to 

decode what multiple choice questions were asking; however, many reported that 

they did not know the course content well enough to answer the questions 

correctly (though my top three students were confident that they will receive high 

marks on the exam). This raises the question of how much time should be devoted 

to skills versus content. Or, would greater skills allow the students greater access 

to content? 

 It is interesting that 10th graders who sat for both the AP Biology and AP 

World History exam (29 students) reported more confidence about their 

knowledge level on the AP Biology exam than on the World History exam. 

Rather than working on group projects involving visual literacy such as the 

PowerPoints or the tapestries that I used, the AP Biology teacher took a more 

traditional approach in continuing to have students complete an interactive 

notebook which called for outlining of chapters from the college-level text. Scores 

on the exams will be available at the end of July, so I can examine how 

confidence levels correlate with exam scores.  

 In the exit-survey, 80% of students reported that reading the textbook was 

the least useful way for them to acquire information. However, my three students 
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who indicated the greatest confidence levels regarding their AP scores rated the 

text readings as highly useful. A follow-up survey of those students also enrolled 

in AP biology revealed similar results. I am still unsure if reading fluency of 

college-level texts is something which can be learned in one year. It would be 

interesting to track these students during their junior and senior years to see when, 

or if, they can access content material independently. 

 All students ranked after school review sessions as the most useful for 

acquiring course content. For five weeks before the AP exam on May 3, I 

conducted after school sessions in which I covered one of the AP time periods per 

week. I had male students meet on Tuesdays and females on Thursdays. Over 

50% of the students attended all five weeks of after school sessions (these are the 

same students who reported the most confidence on the AP exam), with all 

students attending at least one session. I am unsure as to why the after school 

sessions were rated as most helpful. During these sessions, I lectured while using 

the student-produced PowerPoint slides. When probed as to why the after school 

sessions were so useful, students reported that they enjoyed "sitting back and 

listening to you (the teacher) tell stories." Others cited the two hour after school 

block with food and drinks as "more relaxing." Female students, in particular, 

appreciated the calm of the Thursday sessions (I did allow some males to attend 

the Thursday sessions, but they could not ask questions or make any comments). 

The high rating of the after school sessions raises the question about the value of 

teacher-directed versus self-constructed learning for students trying to acquire the 
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enormous content base required to perform well on the Advanced Placement 

exams.   

 Whom to allowed to enroll in Advanced Placement courses is one of the 

toughest questions facing teachers and administrators. Two years ago, we had 

open enrollment with 70 students taking the AP World History exam. Only five 

scored high enough for university credit (7% pass rate). Last year we limited the 

course to the seventeen 10th graders who were classified at gifted and talented in 

social studies. Of those, twelve scored high enough to receive university credit 

(71% pass rate). This year we are back to open enrollment with students having 

the ability to opt out of the program at the semester break. Fifty students took the 

AP World History test on May 3 of this year. Based on exit-survey data, twenty-

five students (50%) relayed that they were confident that they scored well enough 

on the exam to receive university credit (scores will be available in the end of 

July). If confidence levels are reflective of actual scores, this would be more than 

double number students receiving university credit; however, the passing rate 

percentage would drop from the previous year. As a teacher, I am evaluated not 

on the number of students who have acceptable scores, but on my passing 

percentage rate. This raises the question of whether Advanced Placement classes 

should be limited to those who already possess the skills necessary for successful 

completion. Limited enrollment leads to an equity problem—at our school this 

would result in an even greater under-representation of African Americans and 

Hispanics, as well as those who are "at-risk" due to socio-economic circumstances 

or limited English proficiency.  
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Implications for Teaching 

 Allowing 10th grade students to take Advanced Placement courses is 

controversial. The 10th grade AP program in our school district is still in the pilot 

phase, and after three years, we are still the only district school that offers AP 

courses (other than Spanish language to native Spanish speakers) to sophomores. 

Although nationwide the majority of students who take the AP World History 

exam are 10th graders, many are in programs in which the curriculum is taught 

over both the 9th and 10th grade years, often by the same teacher. However, 

based on exit interviews with my students, there is data to suggest that exposing 

students to the rigor of the AP curriculum is beneficial. 

 Though they reported difficulty with the exam, all fifty students stated 

they were glad they had taken the exam and knew what to do differently for their 

next AP course. Some even cited that the AP Biology exam which they took five 

days later on May 8 was easier because they now had experience with handling 

the nervousness and stamina needed to perform well on a three hour exam. Before 

the exam, one student exclaimed, "I am so glad I am taking AP exams this year. 

My sister is taking them for the first time her senior year, and she is a nervous 

wreck." 

 Last year the College Board released a study stating that there is a high 

correlation between success on AP exams and success in college. Unfortunately, 

there was no correlation between simply taking an Advanced Placement course 

and college success. Based on this study, we need to be sure that we are 

scaffolding skills so that by the time students are seniors they have the skills 
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necessary to achieve success on the exam, not just in the course. It is difficult for 

one course to teach both skills and content successfully. Vertical alignment of 

skills within the high school's feeder pattern would be helpful; however, so much 

time and energy is spent on preparing students for the state mandated exit exam 

that little there is little emphasis on preparing students to access college-level 

material. 

 Chipping away at the skills needed for college success is a long, arduous 

process. Some of my students began the year with their "chunk of marble" already 

prepared and had begun the chipping process on their own. My mission with them 

this year was to gently guide these students, while not slowing down the fluidity 

of their process with unnecessary steps. Other students needed help just learning 

how to hold the pick-ax; guided reading prompts, visual literacy activities and 

structured writings were needed as they tentatively approached their marble at 

their own speed. My students' scores on the Advanced Placement World History 

test will reveal just how much of the finished product is coming into view. 

Whatever the outcome, I am grateful that my 10th graders engaged in the rigor of 

AP course curriculum and testing; that they actually had the opportunity to try 

their own hand with the pick-ax. If schools, particularly those with a high number 

of "at risk" students who have not traditionally been successful in on-grade level 

testing such as the TAKS test, do not give students the opportunity to begin 

"chipping away" at more rigorous coursework, academic success beyond the high 

school level will be compromised. 
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Liz provided an overview of her classroom and how she was able to reach her at-risk AP 

students and also chip away at the vast amount of knowledge required to perform at the 

college level as a 10
th

 grader. She was able to use tools in her classroom that others in the 

group were also utilizing. Her ability to be a critical reflective thinker is a benefit to her 

instructional practices, yet it can also cripple you as a teacher with continually changing 

and shifting your teaching practices, you never find your best practices. 

Roy, the AP art teacher, was also using visual literacy in his classroom, but turned 

to English Language Arts to make his students successful. Roy looked at the data and his 

students and developed a plan to reach the students in his classroom. Roy also highlights 

that his ability to build relationships creates opportunities to be an advocate for their 

future. Roy submitted this selection to the portfolio, he wrote: 

Reflecting on 2005 district data analysis results, I continue my investigation on 

literacy in the art classroom, focusing on increasing literacy scores through the 

visual arts. Data indicated that LEP and Special Education students scored below 

expectations in English Language Arts with a score below 35% suggesting 

curriculum has not been taught or does not exist. Using the disaggregated data, I 

continued to use Special Education students for my participant focus group. The 

decision was based on the students that were now in my classroom and because of 

the new state mandate to increase the score of Special Education students on their 

SDAA at least one year in reading level, every year. Additionally, the visual arts 

received new textbooks this year, and the additional resource would help in 

providing reading in the content area. 
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Since data indicated teaching practice needed adjustment, utilizing the 

same strategies and teaching instruction needed to change. My practice of using 

the art textbook as a resource for vocabulary and chapter questions had to be 

revisited. I incorporated the building vocabulary terms into a weekly student 

homework assignment. I also worked closer with special population students on a 

more individual basis instead of relying on Special Education Modifications. In 

collaborating with the building English Language Arts Specialist and Department 

Chairman and using their knowledge of the ELA TAKS test questions, writing 

prompts and departmental Benchmark Targets for our district, I was given a 

Writing Components Rubric and an Editorial Cartoon Analysis to assist and aid in 

my teaching practice and aligning my instruction closer with the English 

Language Arts curriculum. I also adjusted my art curriculum to reflect and focus 

not only with artwork and production, but incorporating art with the written word. 

To continue on track with the needs and strengths of my students, I had students 

complete data analysis sheets of their semester exams. 

East Meets West – Art Meets Academics 

Thuy‘s goals are to continue her art in college, but her parent‘s goals do 

not include art as an academic subject in her studies next year at college. As Thuy 

explained to me in one of our numerous conversations, her culture especially that 

of her parent‘s generation and background, does not value the visual arts as a 

college/career path. Thuy said, ―It‘s a cultural thing putting academics above art.‖ 

She said most Asian parents allow their students to take Advance Placement 

Studio Art as an elective in school because of the weighted GPA they can receive 
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from the course as opposed to taking a regular elective subject with lower GPA 

weight. Adding to Thuy‘s dilemma, she must also decide on a college in town 

because as the first born female in her family she is expected to stay at home to 

help take care of siblings, unlike her older brother who is attending university out 

of state. An interesting irony to the story, Thuy and several other Asian students 

entered a visual art scholarship contest sponsored by a local arts organization; the 

theme of the contest was Defying Gravity Ancient Art Forms from East to West. 

It was surprising to see how difficult it was for these Asian students to connect to 

the East because of being so westernize, but with research, diligence and talent, 

their efforts paid off with big success. Thuy and one of her classmates won 

scholarships to a college, university or art school of their choice. As Confucius 

says, or is that as a certain art teachers says, things have a way of balancing out. 

As a teacher, I believe it is part of my job to be an advocate for what is best and 

right for my students, raise the educational bar beyond students own expectation 

for themselves and have students meet their full potential.  I find myself balancing 

what the student wants and what is best for the student with respecting the wants 

and cultural beliefs of parents. 

Sustaining My Sanity 

Why I must belong to a Critical Friends Group? For me, participating in a 

CFG provides a safe place to vent my frustrations, look deeper into my work, and 

solves teaching dilemmas in a controlled, collaborative, community of my peers. 

A CFG provides me the opportunity to reflect, rethink, and revise my practice. 

CFG allows me the opportunity to focus on increasing student achievement. It 
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gives me the opportunity to share and learn from other stake holders in my school 

community. Critical Friends Group members bring their expert knowledge from 

other disciplines to the group, providing extra eyes to see more and wider. I 

believe that CFG work is a living, breathing process that helps me maintain my 

every day sanity. 

Roy believed even as a veteran teacher that the CFG processes helped him continue to 

grow as a teacher. He has participated in CFG since the first years on campus and became 

a CFG coach. His commitment to the work was apparent in and out of the classroom. Roy 

has always worked on his professional relationships with teachers and students. His 

pursuit of the best for everyone has contributed to the success of teachers and students 

alike. Thuy is now in graduate school studying painting. Roy‘s influence in her 

continuing education is apparent. 

 Cheryl Craig was also a long standing member of the CFG. Cheryl brought so 

much to the process and acted as a bridge between theory and practice. Cheryl‘s 

unwavering commitment to walking alongside as a leader and learner was apparent in her 

work at Eagle High School. Cheryl, as a member, also wrote a piece for the CSR grant. 

She walked the same path and shared her stories. The following was written by Cheryl, 

this inquiry allowed her to look inward, outward, backward and sideways. She wrote the 

following piece for inclusion in the group‘s portfolio. 

Higher Education and High Risk 

When the Eagle teacher as researcher group—of whom I have been a 

member since 1998—chose to focus on high risk students, I initially wondered 

how my work with doctoral students at a Research I university could fit in.  After 
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all, universities, by design, are privileged places and doctoral programs are 

university‘s most elite offerings.  I questioned whether there was a way for my 

work to connect with the topic the Eagle group selected as its focus of inquiry. 

But then I reflected more deeply on the matter.  I considered how the 

University of Houston is the most diverse campus in the U.S. and how the 

diversity of the university mirrors the diversity of high schools like Eagle, 

particularly where undergraduate education is concerned.  I pondered the 

composition of our student population and considered how our campus is a 

commuter one where students maintain full-time employment while pursuing 

their doctoral degrees.  I considered how most of them are teachers who tend to be 

overworked and underpaid. I remembered our doctoral cohort composed primarily 

of underserved Hispanic students in Brownsville.  And I recalled the occasional 

letters of exception we wrote, which allowed students to enter our doctoral 

program who would be otherwise denied admission because they speak a 

language other than English as their first language, represent a historically 

disadvantaged group, are the first in their families to pursue graduate studies, have 

suffered from incorrect educational placements, exhibit a learning disability, or a 

variety of other considerations.  Then, my focus turned to our international 

students who also face considerable language and cultural barriers. 

In brief seconds, I concluded that my doctoral students were as much at 

risk as the Eagle High School student population.  While my students had gained 

entry into the most esteemed program our university offers, they similarly were at 
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risk—for a plethora of reasons—of not completing their programs and not having 

their degrees conferred. 

With these reflections in place, I centered my 2005-2006 inquiry on my 

experiences with at risk students in the doctoral program.  Initially, my intent was 

to direct my research attention toward our Asian international students only—

because they were the needy student population most visible to me.  However, as 

situations unraveled, the scope of my study expanded. 

Thinking Inward 

When I embarked on this particular inquiry, I could not help but think of 

myself and how I came to the realization—as a full professor with tenure—that I 

would have been considered an at risk student as a student were the current 

American definitions of at risk been applied to me in my Canadian situation.  

Three years ago, while adjudicating student applications to our doctoral program, 

I discovered—through close reading of the State of Texas policy—that I 

undoubtedly was at risk of school failure throughout my school career.  Why?  I 

came from a farm background and rural populations have historically been 

considered at risk due to low incomes per capita.  For example, while the state of 

North Dakota is recognized as one of the highest achieving states in the U.S., its 

students come from families who have some of the lowest incomes in the nation.  

The same could be said about my family in Canada.  Also, because neither of my 

parents nor their brothers or sisters (even though some had professional careers—

i.e. a teacher, a nurse, a policeman, a fireman, and a colonel in the Canadian 
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armed forces) had completed graduate programs.  Therefore, I was educationally 

at risk for two reasons I had never before considered.  

I ended this portion of my inquiry grateful for my personal ignorance 

related to my own situation.   At the same time, I also recognized that I have 

always had an ―indeterminate something‖ that bit at my heels where academic 

achievement was concerned.  I have known for a considerable amount of time that 

I must try harder and study longer in order to stay at the top of my class.  This 

mindset stuck with me throughout my elementary, high school, and tertiary years 

of education.  It also stayed with my through my post-doctoral program, and it 

still defines my reality as an academic because we annually must prove our 

productivity in order to receive annual merit and/or exceptional merit increases on 

the pay schedule in the academy. 

 Thinking Backward 

Of my first five doctoral students at the University of Houston, four were 

Hispanic and one was white.  Of those students, one white female and one 

Hispanic female have completed their studies, one Hispanic female will be 

finished this summer, and, of the two remaining students, one appears to have 

dropped out and the other is dealing with emergent family illnesses that have 

interfered with her completion of her program.  Even in this small number of five, 

however, elements of at riskness are present, particularly when official definitions 

are applied.  At least one student was the child of migrant farm workers, and four 

of the five represented underserved groups and were the first members of their 

families to enroll in graduate degree programs.  One student‘s father, I learned, 
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has the distinction of being the first Mexican-American principal in the Houston 

Independent School District.   

Thinking Sideways 

While the at riskness of our student population seems most evident in our 

doctoral cohort in Brownsville, the at riskness that faces me every day on campus 

is that of our international student population that hail from such countries as 

Korea, China, and Taiwan.  These students experience grueling language and 

cultural barriers daily.  For example, one Korean student studied English as a 

Second Language in his home country for five years prior to coming to the U.S. to 

pursue his master‘s degree.  On his flight from Korea, he realized he did not have 

English proficiency beyond saying ―me, too‖ and ordering exactly the same food 

and beverages as the people sitting beside him on the airplane. 

But cultural barriers exist for these students as well.  Learning to dress like 

westerners dress is a challenging task that insiders of western culture take for 

granted.  Also, these students additionally bring with them cultural beliefs and 

orientations associated with eastern religion and philosophy.  One student was 

understandably seeped in the four pillars as part of his Asian ways of knowing—

what Americans call Fung Shui—and was seriously taken aback when he was told 

he should not discuss this aspect of American pop culture in his academic writing.  

Here, the primacy of his cultural understandings was negated at the same time as 

the American appropriation of this portion of his culture and belief system was 

privileged.  Fortunately, I was present when this interaction occurred and was 
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quick to step in and value the special kind of cultural knowing that the student 

held and expressed in ways that some others could not understand.  

Thinking Outward 

One African American doctoral student rightly believes that she deserves 

additional support as a doctoral student because she represents a historically 

underprivileged population.  I fully agree with her.  At the same time, however, 

there are other students I know as a professor who can equally claim special 

status.  Already, I have mentioned Hispanic students and international students 

along with those coming from rural backgrounds.  But we also have alternate 

lifestyle students struggling to find their identities and places in the academy.  

Also, there is socio-economic disadvantage from which most of our students are 

not immune.  So, how do professors as individuals and institutions as 

organizations attend to high risk when the vast majority of the student population 

can lay claim to special needs (including females who have not always been 

educationally advantaged)?  And is such support called forth only for those who 

demand/expect it or made available to all—including those who work exceedingly 

hard to cover up any semblance of special need? 

Moments of Seeing 

I paid special attention this year to students who may be perceived as 

being at risk of not completing their terminal degrees.  I intentionally avoided 

labeling or interacting with those students in ways that would call attention to 

them being ―deficit.‖   
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So, what did I discover?  One African-American female told me that I had 

an uncanny way of thinking like an African-American.  Another Hispanic male 

student remarked that there must some Mexican-American blood flowing beneath 

my white skin.  I attribute these compliments to my research and teaching 

perspectives which place human experience—whether it be African-American, 

Mexican-American, rural, etc.—at the center of inquiry.  Additionally, I am 

increasingly coming to know that my experience as a rural Canadian has helped 

me to more intimately understand the experiences of urban Americans.  I believe 

the same ―indeterminate something‖ is at play in both situations.  However, I am 

now in a leadership position and can help shape decisions in favor of those 

perceived to be at risk where educational success is concerned. 

Moments of Affirmation 

Did my inquiry make any difference?  Did my attention to students on a 

one-to-one basis have any significant impact? 

Yesterday was convocation.  One female white student whom I did not 

supervise came up to me and said she would not be walking across the platform to 

receive her doctoral degree had it not been for me.  It was one of those eye-

locking moments when both parties understand that a truth has been uttered. 

Beyond verbal comments such as those I have sprinkled throughout my 

discussion are the acknowledgements students write in the final products of their 

dissertations.  While there are many examples I could offer here, I would like to 

narrow my discussion to two different statements written by students.  The first 

example is what an Asian female student from Korea wrote last year.  She began 
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by thanking her advisor/chair for helping her with her English language and 

ending with thanking other members of her committee with helping her feel better 

when she felt down during the dissertation process.  Sandwiched in between, 

however, was what she had to say about me:  that I had ―helped her become a 

better researcher and a better person.‖  When I read her tribute, I could not help 

but think that she might have written something very different had I not been 

attending to the special needs of higher education students in need this year as my 

focus of inquiry.  The second example is from a white female who appears 

privileged but in fact was rural disadvantaged and brought up in foster care.  Of 

her co-chair (a male) and me, she said she had ―never felt so much support in her 

life.‖  This student awakened me to the idea that the supervisory role may in fact 

provide students with guidance and unconditional regard that other facets of their 

personal and educational lives may have lacked.  In both case, I appreciated how 

important teachers are at all levels of the educational pyramid.  As Tom Barone 

put it, we can, through teaching and through paying a great deal of associated 

attention to students and their lives, ―touch eternity.‖  Surely, my research 

experience as a member of the Eagle teacher as researcher group has confirmed 

that this is something worthy of striving for. 

The fact that Cheryl reflected in her piece so very eloquently upon, but I am going 

to say plainly, when a teacher or professor pays attention to their students, the awards are 

great – in this case, graduation from a doctoral program. But for some of the students at 

Eagle, the triumph is as great when they are the first ones in their family to graduate high 
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school. Seeing and listening, rather than looking and hearing can be the difference 

between a student succeeding or failing. 

 The newest member to the group and the newest to the teaching field made a very 

personal connection to the CFG inquiry. Arthur was an ESL student and he was able to 

make a connection to his students because of his personal experiences. He tells his story 

and the connections he made to his case study students. Arthur wrote: 

As I began this study, I could not help but reflect on my own life experiences.  It 

felt as though I was looking through a mirror, into the past.  Memories that I had 

nearly forgotten suddenly became sharp and relevant.  I was blessed with some 

gifted teachers that took an ESL student like me to college and beyond. Now I am 

afforded a chance to see the process on today‘s immigrant students.   

I have chosen two of my students to focus on this year for this study.  For 

the purpose of uniformity, they are both in the same class, and hence receive 

identical instruction.  I also made sure to include both genders in this study, 

however due to the small sample size; I understand that the behavior may not be 

representative. 

The students are in my second period class, which is my first instructional 

period.  This factor needs to be considered because I recognize my instructional 

strategy to improve through the day.  By seventh period I am very practiced in the 

day‘s tasks, so the class flows far more efficiently then my second period class.  

Second period is also one of my bigger classes, which is particularly 

overwhelming for students that require individual attention. 
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The course I teach is chemistry. This is a technical subject, but I have 

many projects and labs that promote writing skills.  These exercises are my 

primary source of data.  The most revealing source comes from a mandatory 

―interactive notebook,‖ a project adapted from Linda Lo.  This activity requires 

note-taking skills along with interpretive illustration of the subject matter.  The 

activity allows a glimpse of the creative nature of ESL children that allow them to 

successfully adapt to their new surroundings.  

Along with this subjective study, I will include some quantitative data 

resulting from the course grading structure.  Math and nature of science skills will 

be tracked in this additional manner.  

At the end of each six weeks, I counsel the students individually.  This 

will be the source of my oral evaluation.  The conversation is informal and 

pertaining to current grade standing, study methods, and personal conflicts.   I 

also ask the students for input on my teaching method.  This method insures 

anonymity and avoids drawing attention to the students. 

Subject name: Mushka 

Gender:  Female 

Age: __16_____ 

Status: Married 

Native country: Mexico 

Years lived in U.S.A.: _5__ 

Classification: 10 

Course: Chemistry A (1
st
 six weeks) 

 

Summary: 

 Mushka is a married young woman seventeen years of age.  I met her 

husband last year in a graduation preparatory class.  I will call him Ivan.  Ivan was 
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himself a top-notch student.  He carried himself very well, respected his 

instructor, and maintained an A during my instructional period.  However, he did 

have an attendance problem.  Despite the fact he was married and independent, I 

did get a chance to contact his parents, who informed me that the absences were a 

result of his work schedule.  He worked late on some nights and was unable to 

come to class one to two days a week.  Despite this, he kept up with the class 

work and kept up with the course.  In addition, he helped other students in his 

work group who struggled academically.   

 Mushka is a perfect match for Ivan because she has the same qualities.  

She, too, works nights and misses many class days.  She also keeps up with the 

class work and has earned an A these first two six weeks. She helps two other 

Spanish-speaking students who have similarly high academic achievements.    

 I have gathered data in the form of written assignments and technical 

problem solving results.  The data points to a level of maturity not only in 

learning skills, but also in the ability to assimilate in difficult time management 

situations.  I wonder how she finds the time and motivation without continuous 

parental supervision.  I am drawn to investigate what kind of growing condition 

rears an individual with such a sense of responsibility. 

Subject name: Henry 

Gender:  Male 

Age: __16_____ 

Status: Single 

Native country: Mexico 

Years lived in U.S.A.: _5_ 

Classification: 11 

Course: Chemistry A (1
st
 six weeks) 

Summary: 
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Since the first day I met Henry, he has been trying to minimize his efforts 

while winning the most proverbial ―points‖ as he can. He is a classic example of 

survival.  He compliments me often, sits in the front of the class, and makes sure 

to ask at least one question everyday.  Though he has not earned an A in this 

class, he is an adamant member of the Science National Honor Society.  The 

bylaws of the society require a minimum of B average in all classes to qualify, a 

regulation he painstakingly evades by obtaining special notes of academic 

supplement in a promissory notes from instructors.     

Henry‘s biggest complaint is, ―How was I supposed to know that?‖  For 

example, when a student is participating in an extracurricular activity, my rules 

dictate that they submit the assignments that would be due during the absence one 

day before the activity.  He will comfortably present the case that he did not 

understand the policy.  However, when the situation is reversed, such as the day 

to declare a drop grade, he never fails to submit his request on time the day before 

an excused absence.  The ability to exploit a supposed disability to his advantage 

is Henry‘s best method of competing in a foreign environment. 

In child development, we learn that children exhibit an early intelligence 

by lying.  Lying is an elaborate and highly calculated behavior that is a result of 

strong problem solving ability.  Like the proverb, lying opens a gate of 

subsequent actions that must be carefully considered.  Henry knows what the 

foundational guidelines are and how to best take advantage of them.  For 

example, he is fully aware of his right to modifications that the board of education 

provides him and how best to remind his instructor about the policy.  In my class 
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he never fails to remind me of any possible modification he may qualify for.  

Additionally, he tries to add modifications that exist for other students, but not by 

his individual ARD, hoping that a lack of investigation will result in his favor.  

Also, he claims to not understand when the official stop times are for critical tasks 

in order to gain precious few seconds on timed assessments.  

Henry is not a poor student.  He is a perfect example of how a motivated 

individual can adapt to a harsh foreign environment without resorting to defeatism 

or apathy.  Ideally he will eventually grow to feel comfortable in his new culture 

to compete at an equal level and not rely on the preset lowered expectations of 

society. 

Outliers 

 When data is evaluated in a scientific study, there exist some limitations in 

the statistical method.  One of the biggest is sample size.  A statistician may argue 

that trend lines on a graph should flow like a river. In an ideal study, the stream of 

data points should connect from one end of the independent variable axis to the 

other. Such a data set would clearly set the parameters of the correlation.  In the 

real world, however, such a gathering is impossible.  The Heisenburg principle of 

experimental error clearly predicts this problem.  To overcome such limitations, 

statisticians have invented ways to make data points ―fit‖ better.  One such tool is 

called standard deviation, where a measure of tolerance is allowed for the data 

points in a set.  But when a point is so far from the rest that it would seriously 

compromise the plot and alter the standard deviation, it is often labeled as an 

outlier.  These data points are left out of the calculations and ignored as irrelevant, 
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the product of some error caused by the experimenter or the measurement tool, or 

(due to the extreme rarity of occurrence) just attributed to some strange anomaly.  

With a decent sample size, it is possible to see such points.   

 Here lies the real strength of a qualitative study.  When the inquiry, such 

as the performance of a child in educational tasks, is full of an almost infinite 

amount of variables the data set is limited to a few subjects.  In this case only two 

subjects are under scrutiny.  How does the experimenter determine if the data that 

is being gathered is a measure of a condition, or just an accidental case of 

choosing the wrong subject at the wrong time?  Microscopic qualitative analysis 

of a complex system reveals that perhaps there are no outliers.  Every point is 

important even if it does not fit within the confines of the standard deviation.  

Such studies suggest that perhaps the reason why such points do not fit with in the 

boundary is because of the evidence of multiple trend lines.  One set represents 

the main trend in which the majority of the points lie.  And others (the outliers) 

represent potential.  Where such points would be lost in a large data set, they are a 

rare opportunity for qualiticians to examine the opposing extremes.   

 In this study an individual was investigated who fell well outside the range 

of predictable data (See performance curve graph).  Of the only two students in 

this study, one (―Henry‖) was the ideal ESL student data point: a C student with 

difficulty in mastering technique and understanding manipulatives just like so 

many others in the same classification.  But the other (―Mushka‖) would have 

been identified as an outlier by a quantitative investigator.  She does not fall with 

in the trend of ESL students or pregnant teenage high school student.  The trend in 
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high schools is that ESL students do not typically perform well in technical 

classes.  Students in the same class as Mushka who were classified as ESL 

typically ride the pass/fail boundary.  But she performed at an overall grade B.  

Girls who become pregnant and choose to keep the child find great difficulty 

completing their high school education.  They have attendance problems and lose 

motivation in academics.  However, Mushka has only missed a few days for 

medical appointments and has indicated no interest in ending her formal 

education. 

 Does Mushka represent an outlier?  She does fit the definition.  Her 

statistics, if included on a macroscopic field, would cause a shift in the trend line.  

Should she be ignored as an anomaly?  To answer this, one must first ask: should 

reaching the potential maximum in a student with disregard for statistics be 

considered an anomaly?   
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Six weeks Mushka's grade Henry's grade all ESL students all students 

1 87.24 67.54 65.83 78.92 

2 93.66 75.21 70.74 81.41 

3 97.09 80.36 72.06 81.39 

4 82.72 73.77 68.98 76.33 

5 76.75 68.09 72.03 84 

6* 82.2 78.11 74.77 79.5 

Average              

+ standard 

deviation 86.61+7.64 73.85+5.20 70.74+3.06 80.26+2.62 

 

 

Arthur‘s ability to relate to his students and understand the trial and tribulations 

they are going through as ESL students helped him as a teacher and inquirer. His tension 

as a science guy presenting a quantitative study in a qualitative endeavor is apparent in 

his report. However, his writing provides a well-rounded picture of his students and his 

classroom. Arthur‘s belief in teaching and learning provides the moral understanding that 

students are not numbers or an anomaly; they are children, just as he was in that ESL 

class. 

 Although this year does not have formal meeting notes and journal entries, the 

work of the members is evident in their narratives. The members‘ storied and restoried 

their experiences of meeting the needs of special population students in the classroom. 

Each member‘s case study reflects their narrative authority. The differences between 

science teachers‘ experiences and their style of writing research differ greatly from the art 

* The sixth six weeks average is a predicted value based on current grades and expected outcome on 

the upcoming final exam, assuming the maximum tolerance value of the standard deviation. 
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teachers‘ style of writing. Whereas, the history teacher walked middle ground reporting 

her case study narrative. The writing styles were different, yet the passion for teaching 

and the compassion for the students are reflected in each account. 

 

 

 

Interim Reflection 

 If the group and its members had not worked together over the two years and some 

members even further back, the crisis of the natural disasters and the effects of these events 

on our daily lives as teachers and people could have stopped the study in its tracks. 

I believe because the members could see their personal and professional growth through the 

journal writing and CFG meetings, the sense of accomplishments and personal satisfaction 

kept the group persevering through the challenges.  
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Year 9 – 2006-2007 

Figure 12: Year 9 CFG story constellation visual representation 

Year 9 – 2006-2007 
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The school year began as all years in the past. The one-size-fits-all staff 

development focused on analyzing student achievement data from the previous year. The 

standardized test scores presented were mined and speculated upon. One of the glaring 

deficiencies was the gap between the ―all students‖ scores and the scores of African-

American males‘ scores. Because of this achievement gap, some of the CFG members 

decided to focus their personal inquiries using this topic to guide their investigations.  

The group also received additional funding from CSR which was a morale boost. 

Only two of the teachers as researcher groups were asked to write a chapter for a book on 

teacher learning in small groups. The process was long and daunting for all. The 

individual members wrote pieces that were woven into the larger piece by lead members. 

Each person felt that they were pursuing an intellectual endeavor that was filling a niche 

in the academic literature. The added rigor of an academic paper challenged the members 

to continue to grow as inquirers and reflective thinkers. An excerpt from the chapter is 

presented at the end of this section.  

The CFG, following its principles and processes for doing collaborative and 

reflective work together, continued to meet over the year. The first meeting of the school 

year was September 26, 2006, and Roy, Cheryl, Arthur and I were in attendance. This 

first meeting opened with connections and reviewing the requirements for this year‘s 

funding. The additional meetings were put on the calendar: these meetings were optional 

for members, but the writing was going to be done by all (Meeting notes, 9/26/06). 

 The November meeting had better attendance: Arthur, Roy, Chris, Sharon, 

Cheryl, Liz, and I were all present. We opened the meeting with connections and then 

launched into looking at teacher work. Chris presented a geometry lesson she was 
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planning to use in her classroom. She was looking for ways to tune the requirements and 

instructional strategies to better meet the needs of her special education students.  

 In the second hour of the meeting, Roy presented a dilemma concerning his 

inquiry. Roy had chosen to focus his daily writing and reflecting on the interactions he 

had with a few African-American males in his classroom. His frustration was that over 

the course of just three months, he had lost all his ―case study‖ students to withdrawals 

from school or transfers to other classes. He kept starting over and wondering what or 

how he was going to be able to process incomplete data (Meeting notes, 11/14/06).  The 

response of the group was that what had transpired was the data—that Eagle High 

School‘s professional knowledge landscape was increasingly being populated by youth 

whose families had become increasingly migratory. 

 The December meeting was with CSR on the evidence and documentation that 

were required from the groups. The agenda had us reading an article from Daniel Meier, 

from the Fall 1986 Harvard Review. I didn‘t write the title but jotted down four words 

that I have lived by ―learning in small moments‖  (which I have recently discovered was 

the title). This phrase, although small, reflects the work of nine years of my life both 

professionally and personally. The CFG members also embraced the notion. The 

―learning in small moments‖ phrase illustrates the stories lived and the how the stories 

were restoried into a chapter.  It also showed how teachers made daily decisions based on 

these small moments – to paraphrase Greene (1995) words, seeing small as from a 

distance; and seeing big – close up, personal, detailed.  Teachers see classroom 

interactions up close and in big ways; whereas, policymakers and administrators see 

things small, preferring not to see individual moments of insight, but trends and 
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tendencies that skim the surface. The illumination of these small ―big‖ moments in our 

teaching careers might seem to influence a small group of teachers and students, but it is 

in learning and making public these narratives that the individuals make a difference. 

Roy, Sharon, Arthur, Cheryl, and I met on January 8, 2007. As per our usual, the 

members used connections to vent, process incidents of the day and share personal 

stories. Sharon posed a question to the group for discussion, ―How are CFG and team 

meetings different?‖ Sharon is the science department chair and due to poor testing 

scores was mandated to have very structured top down meetings with her teachers. As a 

long time CFG member, Sharon was struggling with wanting to do more reflective work 

with her department and the administrative directives she had to follow. She concluded, 

―It seems that you can go much deeper in CFGs‖ (Meeting notes, 1/8/07).  I now think 

that Sharon understood CFG‘s as looking at things big (Greene‘s term); whereas 

administratively prescribed department meetings required her to narrow the aperture of 

her personal and pedagogical lens and to see things ―small‖ as per a systems approach. 

She was struggling with her role as learner in the CFG and as enforcer in the department 

chair position; this struggle resulted in her eventual departure from Eagle High School 

and as a teacher.  

 Some of the members met January 30, 2007, to work on writing the piece for 

Eagle High School. The group, although in the beginning was thrilled and excited to be 

asked, was now finding the additional time to put together a polished piece was different 

from the portfolio pieces in the past. The portfolio was meant to be a living, learning 

document; whereas, this piece seemed more static (Journal entry, 1/30/07). 
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 The members went back to their classrooms to finish their inquiries and to 

compile their learning into a personal narrative that would be used in completing the 

group‘s narrative. The messy work of writing became a learning process itself. Arthur 

struggled as a former ESL student with language, Sharon struggle with finding time to 

write with her own commitments as department chair, Roy had decided he was going to 

retire in the next two years so motivation to do extra work was difficult to find, Chris 

struggled with the piles of paperwork now required in special education, Camper was in a 

new teaching position,  Cheryl‘s new position with CSR in overseeing the development 

of the chapter was a huge commitment, and I was going to graduate school and teaching. 

We were all having issues with our professional lives and our personal lives colliding. 

 The last formal meeting was held March 27, 2007, and each member read their 

personal narratives to the group. The reading aloud was so beneficial. We all heard each 

others‘ stories and processed the stories through our own experiences. The group stories 

were soon to be stories of the group and internalized by all the members (Meeting notes, 

3/27/07). 

 The members of the Eagle High School longest standing CFG were pleased with 

the portrayal of the results of years of working together, but also were proud of the 

accomplishment of being included in an academic text. I heard more than once over the 

course of the year comments such as ―I am not smart enough to write this‖ or ―Who 

would want to read what I write.‖ These comments were a sad commentary on the 

devaluing of a profession and the lack of confidence that transpires when a political 

community that does not trust its educators to do the right thing in the classroom. The 

members took a risk and threw open the classroom door and made their work very public. 
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Their willingness to go the extra mile was made possible by the trust they had in Cheryl 

who was overseeing the chapter and their knowledge of her moral sensibilities. Each 

member was confident that the final product would reflect truth and ―learning in small 

moments.‖ 

 The following is an excerpt from the chapter, which focuses on the Eagle High 

School Critical Friends Group and their journey collaboratively and individually. 

Eagle High School Teacher Research Story 

It is 2:45 pm and the bell rings. Classroom doors swing open and 

thousands of students fill the halls. Students run off to their buses, some to their 

cars and hundreds to their afternoon activities. Mixed in with the students are six 

teachers and one university professor who are headed toward room 309 for their 

afternoon of teacher research work. Most of the teachers have been working 

collaboratively for the past two years investigating their teaching practice. Each 

teacher has chosen a specific question or topic on which to concentrate over the 

school year. During the monthly meetings, the group has used CFG protocols to 

examine their own assumptions and practices to order to create better learning 

conditions for their students.  

 The group launched into a discussion of the questions arising in our 

individual classroom practices.  The majority of the stories shared were about 

―connecting‖ to either a student or colleague.  In short, relationship was the 

common thread as we reflected back on how we had come to develop trust in one 

another. At the same time, we acknowledged that it is a challenge to work in the 

isolation of your classroom in a large comprehensive high school where the 
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teacher is the sole authority and then to turn around and work collaboratively 

with your colleagues, publicly declaring that you have unresolved questions and 

are not the authority on all matters relating to teaching and learning. 

 Over time, each teacher research member has investigated their self-

initiated questions and shared the tremendous impact each person has had on the 

individual stories. Each narrative is written from the perspective of the individual 

teacher, but other group members have influenced and informed the telling. One 

teacher pushing to impact student learning through his practice is Roy, a twenty-

eight year veteran of public school teaching and a 10-year member of the group. 

Roy documents his ongoing teacher transformation.  Meanwhile, Prophetess, a 

new member of the Eagle group, proposes ways to look for moments to build 

relationship with hard-to-reach students. Chris, the group’s second new member, 

offers new perspectives on inclusion and special education, and Sharon, a long 

time group member, ventures into the territory of adult relationships in an 

educational hierarchy and her struggles with wearing many hats. As for Arthur, 

he has been a teacher as well as a teacher research group member for two years.  

He explores changes in his teaching strategies and the locus of control in his 

classroom, which happens to be a chemistry lab.  Finally, as the coach of the 

group for the past ten years, Bettylu works to support others while growing her 

own knowledge as a teacher and as a coach.  This year (2006-2007), she has 

studied the addition of students from the self-contained autistic unit into her 

regular art classroom. As can be seen, each group member’s investigation, while 

diverse, reflects only a slice of the work in which each teacher engages on a daily 
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basis.  At the same time, the declaration and taking up of the individual questions 

in the group setting allowed each member to make changes in their practice over 

a period of time. CFG protocols helped to nurture a trusting, supporting, yet 

challenging space for inquiry. The following are passages extracted from each 

member’s research that speak to the impact of teachers engaging in professional 

development in a teacher group setting. 

 Roy describes a moment in his work in the group as follows:  

To use a phrase I love, ―I had an epiphany‖ during a Critical Friends 

Group text-based discussion on the article, ―Serving African American Learners: 

Literacy as Access‖ by Dwight C. Watson. In his article Watson stated, ―What is 

best for African American learners is best for all learners.‖ How simple and how 

profound and so true? My content will basically stay the same, but my teaching 

practice must change. There will be juxtaposition from strategies for student 

success and achievement to strategies for teacher success. My strength and 

education has been teaching art and I am not a trained as an English teacher, it 

makes sense that I need strategies to teach and incorporate literacy in my art 

program. Some of the strategies that I plan to utilize will require re-structuring of 

lesson plans to better engage the learner.  

Roy’s initial research question revolved around African American 

learners, particularly males, which was a school district priority.  However, in the 

process of conducting his personal inquiry, he came upon a statement that spoke 

to him:  ―What is best for African American learners is best for all learners.‖  

This threw him back into his teaching practice and brought a fresh perspective to 
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bear on his situation.  He reevaluated the trajectory of his investigation and made 

literacy strategies more of his focus. 

 As for Prophetess, she had been involved in a mentoring group that 

Bettylu, the facilitator of the teacher research group, had led. While Prophetess 

was new to the school, she was not new to teaching. Yet, school district policy 

expected teachers such as Prophetess to participate in the mentoring group as a 

way to ease them into district rules and regulations but also to the subtleties of 

the Eagle High School context.  Prophetess and Bettylu had worked well together 

in the past and were eager to continue their association in the teacher research 

group context as well.  Prophetess wrote in her reflections: 

Everything must change…these are the words to a once popular song of 

the eighties. For me, it applies to the learning environment first encountered after 

entering secondary education versus the atmosphere that I find myself in today. 

[One of my students, Earl,] appeared to be introverted at first. He entered the 

classroom before the tardy bell rung each day, took his seat and patiently waited 

for class to begin. In a short period of time, it was noticeable that he did not 

―participate‖ in class discussions even when called upon. Checking for 

understanding using routine methods was out of the question. I began to feel 

stressed…thinking that I was not able to meet the need of my student. Strangely, 

there was not a single other student in class that I could not establish relationship 

with—this was stressful. But, where and how soon could I put my hands on it? 

Would it be in time to make a difference?  
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 Over time and through conversation with her trusted peers, Prophetess 

was able to bridge the chasm that estranged her from Earl. In fact, she continues 

to maintain the relationship even though both have moved to different venues. 

Prophetess continues,  

This incident with Earl made me realize that in spite of being an 

experienced classroom teacher, there is always more to learn. For me, our 

teacher research group highlights exciting classroom experiences that invoke 

compassion, empathy and even sympathy. 

 Chris was the second new addition to the Eagle High School teacher 

research group. Over the past several years, the group has been investigating 

increasing literacy with special population students in our classrooms. Chris 

brought new insights to the group because she is a special education teacher in 

the mathematics department. Below Chris chronicles her challenges with newly 

mandated inclusion policies: 

Paul is a 10th grade student that has received math services in a resource 

room since the 3
rd

 grade.  Paul’s individual education plan states that he is 

currently working on the 6
th

 grade level.  However, due to No Child Left Behind, 

and the state push that all students should be ―included,‖ Paul has been placed in 

a 10
th

 grade regular education classroom.  Paul, in my opinion, is a victim of 

inclusion! Paul is one of many students who are being inappropriately placed in 

what is unfamiliar territory.  Paul sits at the back of the room with two students 

whom he knows are ―special education‖ too. The three of them speak only to 
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each other, and when working in groups, make every attempt to work together 

while getting little to nothing accomplished as a group.   

What Chris paints here is a somewhat bleak picture of the state of special 

education affairs, specifically relating to inclusion. A very poignant question 

reoccurred in the discussions within our research group for Chris.  It was this: 

―If Paul is a victim, who is the assailant?  Is it me, the teacher; the slave to the 

bureaucratic master?‖  Within the safety of the Eagle High School teacher 

research group, Chris resisted the image of teacher understood solely as 

implementer of others’ mandates. She shows the challenges that emerge when 

policies crafted for hypothetical situations meet face-to-face with the tough 

realities of the classroom as a microcosm of society.       

 In contrast to Prophetess and Chris, Sharon was a long time member of 

the group, one who has sought to carry forward her knowledge and skills 

developed in our teacher research group to her work as a department head in the 

Science department. Sharon illuminates how the struggles we face in building 

productive relationships in classrooms with students are mirrored in the 

relationships of the adults in our building. Sharon reflects: 

It is an odd position to be in. As a part of the Administrative Team and 

district Department Chair team, I am supposed to be a touchstone for 

information; a receiver and transmitter of the latest policies and procedures. This 

communication pathway is meant to keep the right hand informed about the left, 

to foster a feeling of family and team through knowledge. My position should put 

me in a pivotal spot of knowing and then using the knowledge to support cohesive 
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and efficient efforts of the teachers. In fact, when I first began, all department 

members knew everything I did. However, I learned quickly that it is not a good 

idea to broadcast everything you are told. Time and time again, I have 

communicated prematurely only to have to explain new requirements and actions. 

Over a period of years, this skewed effort has left me feeling alienated from other 

teachers and "twice shy" of administration.  

In the above passage, Sharon communicates her feelings of alienation and 

defeat as she finds herself caught in the crux between the other science teachers 

in her building and school district officials. But in the Eagle High School’s 

teacher research group, guided by CFG protocols, Sharon finds refuge, as she 

explains below, 

I hold to the belief there are vital conversations which generate ideas that 

can spring to life and inspire questions that are often creatively answered. This 

actually happens in my life on campus as a member of a teacher research group 

and as a classroom teacher. In my experiences using CFG and as a classroom 

teacher, this simple process leads to interesting, thought provoking, and 

empowering experiences that I share with my peers and students. In fact, what 

transpires in CFG conversations often directly relates to classroom experience. 

Hence, my classroom and my teacher research group are places where 

communication and the information highway are in sync with one another.   

In the aforementioned passage, readers witness Sharon experiencing a 

measure of satisfaction and a partial story of success, one she is attempting to 

spread from her individual teaching practice to her administrative role.  
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 In contrast to most others in the group, Arthur is a two-year veteran of 

teaching who came to his position, also as a science teacher, from industry.  

Arthur brings a fresh analytical voice to the teacher research group and 

sometimes a successful, but unorthodox, way of learning. Arthur, for example, 

tells of a blind experiment practice in which he engaged: 

I happened to walk past the classroom of Ms. Green, a friend and 

colleague that teaches art on my hall and is in my teacher research group.  I saw 

something very curious: students working in groups, quietly, and very much on 

task.  Could this be the Holy Grail? I wondered.  I needed a way to investigate 

this classroom, but I had one more problem.  In the past when I had requested a 

session from one of my peers, the experience felt very synthetic and artificial. I 

needed a way to get into [my peer’s] classroom with permission, but be invisible 

both to students and the teacher.  I needed to set up a blind experiment.   

Arthur continued: 

 

One day the opportunity presented itself.  A former student gave me a 

work of ceramics that she had made for me in Ms. Green’s class.  I began to ask 

her about how she had made the project and expressed an interest in someday 

learning how to do ceramics myself.  ―Why don’t you just join our class?‖ This is 

how I could observe without interfering with the outcome of the experiment.  I 

would sit in not as a visiting teacher, but as a student. 

He went on: 

With Ms. Green’s permission, I joined the class, and more importantly, a 

group.  I was tutored by my former student, and I had to prove my competence 
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before I could move on to higher projects.  I secretly collected subjective data on 

the students and teacher that were successfully implementing what I had always 

believed to be the impossible: a fruitful peer tutorial.   

And, in Arthur’s words, what did he learn in his blind experiment concerning his 

colleague’s practice?  

The key was a simple concept of moderation between the strict teacher 

directed and completely structured environment in my science class and the 

student directed chaos of my previous experiences.  Ms. Green’s had, it would 

seem, grown some additional eyes and ears.  I was amazed at how she was able to 

keep track of conversations from across the room and to intervene only when 

necessary.  The structure was there, but hidden behind the fluidity of the 

classroom. At this point, I realized that I had been using this method all along, not 

in the classroom, but in the laboratory. The conclusion I reached after days of 

research was that I needed to bring my lab work method to my classroom.   

As can be seen, Arthur positioned himself as a student in order to 

organically learn from another teacher so that his learning could be 

unencumbered by the teacher’s self-modifications of her teaching.  His ―blind 

experiment‖ story stands as a strong model of a teacher desiring to learn in the 

years following the conferral of a degree. With Arthur’s artificial experiences of 

observing others’ practices also shaping his knowing, he called forth his knowing 

of science—particularly of the laboratory—to leverage self-identified changes in 

his teaching. 
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 The final member of the Eagle High School teacher research group is 

Bettylu, the group facilitator who is in her 15
th

 year of teaching.  As part of her 

personal investigation this year, Bettylu recalls experiences where she has 

struggled to keep her head above water. These experiences have prompted her to 

question her identity as a teacher.  She has asked: ―Am I a bad teacher and 

therefore I cannot handle it?‖  But then she pauses and reflects: ―I think it is just 

the opposite; I am a good teacher and therefore realize that each individual 

student requires pinpoint laser actions.‖  To make her case, Bettylu discussed 

four new students from the autistic unit that have been integrated into her regular 

art classroom. She centered on how she has adapted her teaching and classroom 

through personal and shared inquiry: 

The first day the students came was traumatic for the other students; I had 

to spend over 80 percent of the class time with the autistic students. It was a very 

trying day, I found out that having an additional teacher and two aides was only 

as good as their knowledge of what I was teaching. I was really teaching seven 

people instead of four. As the week went on, the process got a little easier and the 

students and adults caught on quickly. Just as I thought it was getting easier, the 

wind changed. The students were very cognizant that I was the teacher in the 

room. They did not want to receive instructions from their teacher, and to them 

she no longer possessed the content knowledge authority. The students now 

perceive her as no more than an aide in my classroom. This created tension in the 

room; I had to spend inordinate amount of time with four students and the 

majority of the students were [ironically] being left behind.  
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Inevitably, the shift in classroom composition and teacher positioning 

created tensions between Bettylu’s ―new‖ students and her ―regular‖ students, 

all of who were simultaneously experiencing creative challenges as emerging 

artists.  Below Bettylu captures how David, one of the autistic students, and her 

developed a productive working relationship in the classroom where none 

previously existed:   

―Ms. Green, Ms. Green, Ms. Green, Ms. Green.‖ David bellows from 

across the room. ―David, David, David, David.‖ I yell from the other side.  

David smiles and realizes the humor. He then says, ―I need you over here, now.‖  

―I will be right there. I am finishing up with these students.‖ A quick nod 

of approval, and I continue working with the table of students. 

It takes a little bit before I get to David’s table to look at his notebook for 

grading.  While grading, I check out his current sculpture about the food chain. 

―What animal are you working on, David?‖ 

He replies, ―A bird.‖ I look again and see an oval shape with four legs. I 

question him again, expecting that I did not hear his answer correctly. No, he did 

say a bird.  

I immediately go into ―teacher‖ mode. ―David, how many legs does a bird 

have?‖ He thinks and then looks at his sculpture longingly, unwilling to part with 

the piece. ―Now David, we all know that birds have two legs. How many do you 

have?‖  

He laughs and says four but quickly states that his other teacher told me to 

put four. 
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We both laughed and talked some more… He then looked and stated 

matter-of-factly, ―If you would have come over the first time I called you and 

check my notebook, I would have two legs.‖   

The urgency that David reflects in his learning is the same urgency Bettylu 

and her Eagle High School colleagues experience in their teacher research group 

setting. The individual needs of students must be met in a group setting, just as the 

needs of individual teachers must be met within a group dynamic. The stories told 

by the individual member of the Eagle High School teacher research group point 

to the impact of the collaborative work on individual teacher’s thinking, 

practices, and relationships with students. In the Eagle teachers’ shared 

experience, seven heads appear better than one. 

(Excerpt taken from ATE Handbook Chapter 9: Posing Questions:  Teacher 

Research Groups in Search of Answers) 

 These shared experiences allowed the members to walk in each other‘s shoes and 

learn from another‘s experience without having to experience the dilemma ourselves. The 

ability to learn from each other strengthens our teaching and helps us to be better teachers 

for our students.  
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Interim Reflection 

 This year reflected the influence of seeing small, as Greene describes in the 

administrative policies affecting our time and teaching. The personal narratives recounted in 

this year reflect the ability of teachers to see big, and these small ―big‖ moments illuminate 

our learning as teachers.  

The openness of the CFG members with their teaching illustrated the trust members 

had with each other and the CSR consultant. The CSR consultant, Cheryl Craig, gave the 

members the reassurance that their work and words would be treated fairly and values. If it 

were not for the years of work together and the relationship forged over time, the results 

could have been very different.  



280 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Year 10 – 2007-2008 

Figure 13: Year 9 CFG story constellation visual representation 



281 

 

 

The last year of this historical research reflects big changes at Eagle High School. 

The question was posed in year 3 whether the new principal then would be a knight or 

court jester. It seems that time has shown he was a jester in knight‘s armor. He came in to 

the school and was an advocate for the work of CSR and CFG. He was also instrumental 

in maintaining a number of great initiatives during the early years, but it turned out that 

when the large funding disappeared, so did his support. The principal turned out to be the 

jester of the fiefdom. His ways hurt the reputation of Eagle High School as well as the 

perception of the valuable work the teachers were doing on and off campus. He was 

relieved of his duties, and a new principal was named. 

The new principal, Patricia Serrano, was brought in to clean house, so to speak. 

She was the ―darling‖ of the district administration and was thought to be a conduit for 

doing their bidding. I would have to again find a way to bridge the gap between the CFG 

and administration. I would have to build a new reputation and again work to be seen a 

knowing individual. I would have to plan for a way for her to learn about Critical Friends 

Groups and their function, but especially why it is good for teachers and works at Eagle 

High School. 

Over the years, I had been doing considerable work for City School Reform in 

training new Critical Friends Group Coaches. During these training seminars and 

workshops, I have had the pleasure to work with over 600 teachers in and around the 

Houston metropolitan area. The positive recourse of those networking opportunities had 

unknowingly fallen into my lap with the new principal. She had already heard about the 
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work of CFG and my work as a coach. She was excited to learn more about the process 

and continue the work at Eagle High School. 

The first meeting of the CFG was September 26, 2007, and seemed like a replay 

of almost every other year‘s first meeting. We all reconnected through the protocol 

connections and proceeded to discuss the future of the CFG. After last year‘s work on the 

chapter for the ATE book, what were we going to do? There was no larger group goal or 

directional mandate, so at first we struggled with what we were going to do. 

 Not long after the bumpy beginning we received word that our CFG would be 

awarded another small grant for research. The grant focus was based on the work in CFG 

changing the conversations in a school. The CART proposal was titled: Changing the 

Context and Content of Collegial Conversations. The grant can be summarized as: 

The Critical Friends Group (CFG) at Eagle High School has been working 

together over the past three years on personal inquiries dealing with literacy. The 

group is looking to expand its research from focusing only on personal 

investigations to combining and melding them into a group report with personal 

narratives within a group context and how the content of the conversations change 

because of the group dynamic. It is the change in content and context of 

conversations which will help in the needed areas for success of campus; 

collaboration and reflection. How does changing the content and context of 

collegial conversations create a space for collaboration and reflection? How is this 

shift illuminated in teacher practice and student learning? 
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I present the rationale again in this dissertation for two reasons: 1) for the reader 

to see how the overall narrative content has not changed over time and 2) to reflect the 

changes in the CFG over the same period of time. 

Rationale 

Eagle High School is a large traditional urban school, serving 9-12 

graders. The school is demographically diverse with 55% African-American, 38% 

Hispanics, 4% Asian-Americans and 3% Caucasian. Although diverse in race the 

school is predominately low socio-economic and is designated a Title 1 school. 

Eagle High School will also be experiencing a campus change in leadership (new 

principal), the addition of a new curricular strand (International Baccalaureate 

Diploma Program, which three of the members will be teaching) and a possible 

change in state testing (proposed end-of-course exams). These changes will affect 

teachers and students alike, but how will these changes impact student learning?  

The Critical Friends Group (CFG) at Eagle High School has been working 

together over the past three years on personal inquiries investigating literacy 

strategies for special populations. Members are excited to expand their research 

from focusing only on personal investigations to combining and melding them 

into a group discovery with personal narratives embedded into the group context. 

Illuminating how the content of the conversations change because of the group 

dynamics, focus and processes, specifically Critical Friends Group protocols. The 

assertion is that the change in content and context of conversations will help the 

group focus on the needed areas for successful learning. 
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The Eagle High School CFG has the reputation of being the longest 

running group in the Houston area. Longevity is only part of the reputation, the 

group has consistently presented at local, regional and national conferences, and 

two members have published articles while working in a collaborative group 

setting. The group has focused on promoting literacy in special population groups 

for the past three years as recipients of a Teacher as Researcher grant. The 

members have made many personal teaching discoveries and have successfully 

transferred those reflections into improved teaching practices (as evidenced in 

portfolio documentation submitted to the City School Reform).   

The next step for the Eagle High School Critical Friends Group is to take 

those lessons and strategies learned and find ways to completely embed them into 

everyday teaching and learning. The CFG will meet monthly with a focus on 

personal best practices, integration and implementation in curricular areas. The 

diversity of the group members‘ teaching areas: art, biology, chemistry, math, and 

career and technology promote divergent thinking and reflecting. The ability of 

the CFG to look at the documentation and evidence provided by its members 

before implementing a convergent practice is one of Eagle‘s strengths. 

In 2001 the group began looking at the characteristics of powerful learning 

and positive engagement in our classrooms. The CFG group is looking to return to 

its roots and will focus their inquiry how to improve the conversations of teachers 

(groups/teams) by analyzing teacher and student work in a professional 

development approach, Critical Friends Groups, to improve student learning 
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through improved teaching defined by the characteristics the group developed six 

years ago.  

Research Questions: How does changing the content and context of 

collegial conversations create a space for collaboration and reflection? How is this 

shift illuminated in teacher practice and student learning? 

 The study was more personal now and reflected the tenor in the school produced 

by a new principal who was upbeat and acknowledged and valued the talents of the 

teachers. 

Methods 

The members of the Critical Friends Group will participate in the 

exploration of the proposed research questions providing multiple perspectives on 

the classroom and campus. Additionally, CFG protocols will be utilized to 

describe, interpret and evaluate data. The group members will create an individual 

portfolio with the group creating an overarching case narrative illuminating the 

documentation and evidence. 

Data will be collected by the seven participants and included in their 

personal portfolios. All entries will include reflections and/or narratives as a 

means of applying meaning to the documentation presented. Participant journal 

entries will assist the individual and the group in the creation of the overarching 

group narrative. This data will be used in the monthly CFG meetings. The 

meetings will be recorded and the transcripts used as additional data to reflect on 

the collaboration of the group in addressing the individual experiences. 

Collaboration 
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The members of the Eagle High School Critical Friends Group will 

collaborate formally in two ways, one at monthly meetings focusing on looking at 

data per the research question and secondly, through email support of each other‘s 

individual implementation of the work. Informally, collaboration will take place 

as needed in smaller group configurations, for such activities as peer observations, 

writing workshops, and smaller consultancies.  

The benefit of the research to the broader educational community will be 

two-fold. The current literature by Wineburg and Grossman highlights the 

preponderance of pseudo communities in the educational arena, the Eagle CFG 

hopes to highlight and illustrate a successful, longstanding knowledge community 

as presented in published literature by Craig as a model. Additionally, using these 

published works on knowledge communities and pseudo communities the Eagle 

CFG will work to enhance and elaborate the current literature with local 

experiences of teaching and learning. 

Members of the CFG will share their learning and the results in their 

teaching teams on campus. Locally, the group will submit a proposal to share 

their work through Northside ISD professional development. Nationally, the 

group will work together to submit an article to Connections: The Journal of the 

National School Reform Faculty. 

 (Taken from the CART grant proposal) 

 The Eagle CFG was now set to work on their two-year research through their 

newly awarded CART grant. The grants added fuel to the members‘ intrinsic need to 

continue on their quest to become better teachers for their students. 
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October 24, 2007, was the meeting of the newly rejuvenated group and in 

attendance were Cheryl, Sharon, Roy, Arthur, Chris, Liz, and I. The meeting lasted 2 

hours and opened with connections. I tried to quickly jot down the dialogue so as to 

capture the dynamic nature of that sharing moment.  

Cheryl started with sharing about an upcoming grant proposal, which will 

continue funding of the CFG for the next four years and with this funding we could 

continue making the transition from private to public.  

Roy jumped in to let the group know about the CART meeting he attended for the 

group and the agenda of the funder. He talked about the new protocol and the responses 

the group received from our work in progress. 

Sharon lamented about the conflicts she is having with plagiarism. She is 

questioning about how well prepared are we making our students for the new program 

(International Baccalaureate, IB). She also stated that there seems to be a lot of peer 

pressure forming with this group of students. 

Chris vented that her classes are overfilled with 35-40 students and many are 

coming from the 9
th

 grade campus, which was rated an unacceptable school in algebra 

last year. She continued, I could handle one or the other but…as her voice lingered, her 

mind into quiet introspection. 

Liz shared that she had a 20% failure rate and was going to be called in to the 

office – the kids are not prepared for honors and Advanced Placement classes. Sharon 

and Liz consoled each other for a moment, and then conversation went on. 
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I shared about the struggles I am having with the IB students taking risks. They 

are too inexperienced in any basic art techniques and experiences to be successful with 

the international standards. 

The connections that were made during this brief opening, brought to light the 

current problems we were having in our microcosm, but looking outward reflected the 

larger educational landscape at Eagle High School. 

The group then proceeded to discuss the peer/classroom observations that were 

taking place. In maintaining a safe and trusting environment, the participants did not say 

who they observed, only what they saw and learned from the observations. 

Roy observed that he saw good teaching practices work whether they were in the 

art room or chemistry lab. He continued that if the students are not given an easy way out 

of answering the questions, the rigor of the student work is higher. Sharon added that she 

liked how the teacher (Roy and Sharon observed the same teacher) questioned her 

students and had them practicing independent learning – it was like a strategy within a 

strategy.  

Chris who had observed two fellow math teachers recalled how she thought what 

was being taught in the one classroom was better, but the content was not being learned 

by the students because of behavior issues. She then said it was completely opposite in 

the other room: the curriculum or instructional strategies were not very creative, but the 

students were learning because this teacher had the respect of the students. 

I brought up that in my observations, the behavior of the students was linked to 

the classroom management design of the teacher. Roy added that it is all about building 

relationships with the students. I wondered if because we were building relationships in 
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the group and learning to collaborate. Does this idea of building a collaborative learning 

relationship transfer to our classrooms? 

We are all struggling this year because it seems that we do not get to teach with 

passion anymore; we were taught with heart, but we are now struggling with curriculum 

versus the calendar dilemma. 

 The homework of the group members was to do at least one peer observation 

using the Venn diagram constructed years earlier on powerful learning and positive 

engagement. 

 The next meeting on November 28, 2007, the meeting opened with connection, 

and then group participated in the 4As text-based protocol. The group shared some of 

their observations, yet most people had not been able to make the time to do the 

observation the past month. Tensions rose when I had to point out the moral obligations 

we had as a group to do the work as we proposed since we took the money from the 

funder. I found it difficult to be the bad cop in the group because we are group of 

colleagues/professionals, and the expectation is that we act as professionals. Another 

reason I was upset was there seemed to be a higher standard for our CFG because of the 

longevity of the group. 

 We had our next meeting with Sharon, Roy, Arthur, Chris, Prophetess, Liz, and 

me. Cheryl emailed she would not be able to make the meeting. The group shared some 

personal items during connections this month: Liz‘s son was interviewing in England for 

college, the wonderful food, and personnel changes. 

 On the group‘s agenda was a text-based protocol. I facilitated the protocol and 

wrote, ―the protocol was not facilitated very well, I need to talk with the group on my 
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role and if they want me to allow flowing discussion on topics or to maintain 

conversation in the parameters of the protocol.‖ I am still reflecting 10 years later on my 

coaching. The ability to still be reflective and still question your practice demonstrates 

you are still learning from your practice is the characteristic that makes you a good 

Critical Friends Coach and a good teacher. 

Reflection from Prophetess 

 Feelings of inadequacy are arising as I write this reflection. Being absent 

from the earlier CART meetings have hindered my full understanding of the 

Observation Chart given to us by our group leader. Nonetheless here goes. 

 The Students. My expectation was that there would be a greater level of 

self-discipline employed by this group of students than that of a regular class, not 

so. There were approximately twenty-eight students. As I looked over the group I 

made the following notes: 1) Three of seven nearby students were quietly 

reviewing study cards individually; 2) a few rows over there were two to three 

girls who obviously had studied and were prepared for their quiz – they were 

extremely active and engaged in discussion, occasionally showing impatience 

with other students‘ responses. As the distance grew further from my seat, it 

seemed as though the students were louder, engaged in small group discussions. 

Whether the topic may have been some aspect of the quiz or not, I could not tell. I 

thought to myself, ―it doesn't look as if the students need study time or a review 

rather, just get to the meat of the class and move swiftly." The quiz, I thought, 

―for an accelerated class the quiz must contain at least twenty questions.‖ I could 

feel the energy bubbling in the room. 
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 The teacher.  Sharon had a plan – but her students weren‘t buying in 

collectively.  This kind of thing can happen on any good day. There has to be a 

plan B. Whether it comes from experience or actual planning, there must be a plan 

―B‖. As the teacher conducted a review before the quiz (one of my favorite things 

to do), up springs positive engagement – I just loved it as she gave tips (via word 

association) with hitting home using body parts and their functions for 

differentiation between two terms, meiosis and mitosis. It really raised antennae. I 

wanted to learn more. These were terms I struggled with in high school. (Why 

couldn‘t Ms. Lane have taught my class this way?) Sharon seemed to be a natural 

when it came to motivating and showing appreciation. They appeared to be 

wrapped together as she blew kudos toward one student who was able to use 

previously learned scientific terms in the day's discussion. The review was highly 

interactive engaging the students and the students questioning the teacher. I 

wanted to come back. 

 (Reflection from Prophetess 12/11/07) 

The group gathered on January 23, 2008, in attendance Sharon, Liz, Prophetess, 

Roy, Chris, Arthur, and myself. The group practiced their monthly ritual of connections, 

and then each member shared a learning strategy by demonstrating that strategy in a 

mini-lesson (Sharon‘s idea).  

The members then discussed wanting to try and build a more collaborative 

environment and document the changing conversations happening in the CFG. In an 

effort to continue building relationships in a group atmosphere and one to one, I asked 
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Liz to help me got through understanding the rubric and evaluation process of one of the 

IB students‘ visual art tests. As I reflected about the experience, I wrote: 

Liz came into my room to help me evaluate the first round of the research 

workbooks. I have the IB kids 5
th

 period, so I started my one-on-one consultations 

before Liz arrived during her lunch period. I developed a rubric of sorts directly 

from the IB syllabus. 

Liz then did a one on one with a student and then I did a review with the 

same student and it was amazing how close we were in grading.  

We then reviewed a student together. 

I thought the real strength to the exercise was not that we were aligned in 

our assessment, but that the students realized that the grading of the research 

workbooks was not subjective. Many times I hear students and adults alike 

comment that art is personal so how can you grade it or you are just being 

arbitrary in your grades. Well the truth be told sometimes students that are 

working harder than others but the artwork is the same might receive a higher 

grade – but I digress.  

Having worked together over the years, we have developed a common 

vision of our higher standard. (CART reflection, 3/23/08) 

The experience of working with a colleague is very rewarding and pushes my thinking. It 

is ironic to think in a large traditional school with 2300 students and 160 teachers, you 

could feel isolated. As a teacher shuts their door every class period, they are practicing 

their craft – alone. 
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 Roy, a long-time member, reminisced about his work with the CFG and teaching 

as he announced his retirement after 26 years in the profession.  

Reflecting on my past ten years working with Critical Friends Groups at 

Eagle High School, I believe one of my most valued experiences has been the 

countless conversations with so many of my peers throughout these years. I 

believe that not only have these conversations been essential to strengthening my 

practice, but helped me continue to grow as a professional. It also has been these 

same conversations that have kept me from being isolated from many of my 

department members as well as teachers in other departments which I would not 

have any contact with during the school year. Breaking out of classroom isolation 

is a major key in providing teachers with new skills for being successful in the 

classroom. Critical Friends Groups have provided me the opportunity to learn 

from others who have different perspectives, disciplines, teaching strategies, and 

experiences. I believe whether you are a new teacher or have years of experience, 

you have something beneficial to bring to the table and share with colleagues. I 

cannot put a price on the value of having so many pairs of eyes focusing on 

improving my teaching practice or solving classroom dilemmas year after year. 

Working with people with a passion for teaching and gaining the knowledge from 

so many educators focusing on the same objectives and goals has been invaluable 

to me as an individual and as a teacher. 

  This year I had the opportunity to volunteer in the training of thirty staff 

members for new Critical Friend Groups at Eagle High School. This experience 

opened up conversation with peers that I have never worked with and several new 
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teachers I did not know. During the training sessions, it was refreshing and 

rewarding to see so many teachers hungry to find other avenues to strengthen and 

deepen their practice and to share ideas and experiences with their peers. I found 

it gratifying to be a part of Critical Friends Group of trainers that mentored such 

an important endeavor at Eagle. Even thought I am leaving this learning 

community, I take solace knowing that there will be others to take my place in 

this cycle of teacher learning.  

I retire from teaching at the end of May and it is my sincere wish that 

Critical Friends Groups at Eagle High School continue their ongoing work to 

improve and deepen teaching practices in this school community. These groups 

are true role models for others at Eagle High School, Northside ISD, and 

anywhere there is a community of students and teachers wanting to go that extra 

mile and strive to their best work (Reflection, 3/29/08). 

Roy has worked as a member and or coach of a CFG for the entire life of CFG on the 

Eagle campus.  His personality and knowledge will be missed. 

 Just as Roy, Cheryl has been involved in CFG on the Eagle campus for the past 

10 years. Her participation has been invaluable in adding to the theoretical knowledge of 

the group. Cheryl‘s unique perspective in being part of the CFG group and understanding 

the successes and challenges of teaching at Eagle High School yet is able to share the 

outside perspective of a university professor. Her ability to be part of the group, yet teach 

in a different venue is a tribute to her work alongside teachers. Cheryl wrote this 

reflection as her contribution to the CART grant.  

Social Justice in Higher Education Teaching and Research 
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While my colleagues in the Eagle Teacher Research Group have examined 

the learning of high risk students (i.e. in science, mathematics, art, and inclusion 

settings and/or high risk groups such as Special Education students or African 

American males), I have focused on a similar theme: social justice in higher 

education teaching and research, which is an extension of the inquiry I began last 

year (2006-2007), also in the Eagle Teacher Research Group context.  But this 

year (2007-2008), I burrowed much deeper into my experiences and came to 

some sharper understandings.  The matters I discussed in my journal this year are 

more complex and convoluted than in the previous year. 

 To begin, I have a great deal more in common with the Eagle High School 

teacher researchers than one might initially think.  First, both the University of 

Houston and Eagle High School experienced enormous changes in demographics 

before becoming the highly urban campuses they currently are.  Also, both 

campuses have a group of faculty members who remained the same in spite of the 

major transitions that took place.  Third, both campuses have no clear majority 

population—both are majority minority schools.  Finally, both struggle to 

compete, but without the advantages and relative prestige of their competitors.  

Here I am thinking of campuses like Spring High School and Quest High School 

in the case of Eagle High School and Texas A&M University and the University 

of Texas at Austin where the University of Houston is concerned.  In short, not 

only are the student populations of Eagle High School and the University of 

Houston disadvantaged, so, too, are their campus contexts.  This means that 

neither Eagle High School nor the University of Houston have faculties who 



296 

 

 

benefit from reduced workloads or teach smaller number of students so that 

pernicious issues, which have largely gone underground in their teaching/learning 

contexts, can be brought forward for public discussion and deliberate action.  

 Against this backdrop, I have interrogated some of the difficulties I 

personally have encountered as I have tried to live in a socially just manner in my 

higher education setting.  One such challenge I have met are students who speak a 

language of equity of opportunity and equity of resources, but who are reluctant to 

translate those articulated stances into written word—never mind lived action.  

Upon inquiring further, I have discovered that several students are keenly aware 

of their family histories and the role that prejudice and discrimination have played 

in the stories lived and told by their ancestors.  While my doctoral students are 

desirous of changing those plot lines, they also recognize that their actions could 

distance them from those with whom they are the closest:  the relatives whom 

they love and adore. This conundrum reminded me that individuals are agents of 

change, but concurrent change is needed in those with whom they live, their 

personal and work relationships, and their contexts.  I also realized the issue I was 

pondering was far more complex and deeply embedded than I first imagined.   

 Also, when I have nudged students in the social justice direction, I have 

met a response that I could never have predicted.  Students have told me that 

infusing social justice ideas into their work would make their research my work 

because it would be me, not them, initiating the just stance.  This caused me think 

hard about intellectual property, but it also caused me to think about the ways 

coaching and mentoring can be resisted.  It also crossed my mind that the ―my 
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work/your work‖ argument could be a clever smokescreen to avoid change in 

personal behavior and ignore alternate interpretations in one‘s data collection and 

dissertation writing. 

 Given that the University of Houston is highly diverse, I also have 

encountered issues with visible minority students.  Some of these have been quite 

humorous.  For example, one of my Asian students repeatedly referred to a 

Hispanic person as White.  When I inquired further, I realized that the particular 

student was collapsing classifications, but also that the Hispanic person was not 

aiding the student in addressing the misconception, presumably because he also 

found humor in his colleague‘s sense-making.  I realized that, from the Asian 

perspective, Hispanics and Whites are more similar than different.  This reminded 

me of my friends in Israel who vehemently assert that they are not White, 

although they appear so to me as an outsider to that culture and region of the 

world.  All in all, I have come to know that the eyes of the beholder have a great 

deal to do with the racial schemas that people hold, express, and act on.  Also, 

some of this information may be correct: whereas, other elements may simply be 

unchallenged assumptions that need to be addressed.  

 But I also have run into orthodoxies and cultural myths in my teaching and 

research that are very dangerous.  For example, I have encountered students who 

rigidly believe that only White teachers should teach White students, only African 

American teachers should teach African American students, only Hispanic 

teachers should teach Hispanic students, and so forth.  I also have interacted with 

students who profess that others are prejudiced—without taking into 
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consideration that they may be practicing reverse discrimination through the 

manner in which they voice their accusations.  As Lugones (1987) has observed, 

―[those] who are perceived arrogantly, can perceive other[s] arrogantly in their 

turn‖ (p. 5).  For me, as a White instructor, this is a difficult issue to take on.  

When sweeping statements are made, I work hard to move the discussion past the 

individual‘s experience to other known people who also form part of the same 

group.  For example, one minority student made some highly inflammatory 

remarks about her classmates, most of whom were White, although two were 

Asian (one, American-born; the other, foreign-born).  I strongly encouraged the 

student to canvass the opinions and experiences of others in the racial group to 

which he/she was generalizing the negative experience. I wanted the individual to 

discover that categories leak (Trinh, 1989)—that not all people of the same race 

and gender interpret their experiences as humans in the same way.  When the 

individual continued with the rhetorical accusations without gathering further 

evidence to support/refute his/her claims, I reminded the student that the work in 

question was not research, but a ―thinly disguised personal opinion piece.‖  Only 

when I made it clear that the piece could not move forward until it was more 

strongly supported and/or troubled by the views of others did the student consider 

listening to and acting on the advice I offered.  Also, I similarly experienced a 

White student who claimed his/her doctoral program was not moving forward in 

the manner he/she hoped because faculty members were showering their attention 

on visible minorities, and not him/her.  Like the previous student, I pointed 

him/her in the direction of other White males/females who could teach, in a first-
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hand way, that not everyone would agree with her claim.  Once again, the idea of 

categories leaking drove my instructional decision. In both these incidences, I 

learned that prejudice and discrimination are not the property of any one racial 

group—perpetuators come in all shapes, sizes, and colors.  Also, I came to know 

how tricky it is to navigate race in educational contexts.  In some respects, it is 

easier to not probe unfounded pre-judgments than to dig deeply and uncover the 

scapegoating and fear that lie beneath the thin veneer of social acceptability. This 

way one can avoid the shock associated with what one discovers. 

 Finally, my most successful teaching strategy in addressing long-standing 

social justice issues is to invite students to conduct research alongside me in the 

diverse, high poverty schools where I have worked for the past decade.  In these 

situations, I have found that the individual too enamored with the administrative 

stance, for example, learns how school life is experienced as a teacher or as a 

student.  In a similar way, those who deny the existence of privileges of race, 

class, or gender or believe that all schools, being public institutions, have the 

same resources stand to have their blinders (or blinkers, as the British call them) 

removed.  In these instances, the practical situations in which I immerse my 

students present the challenges that the students need to overcome, not me.  Here, 

less direct learning occurs as I work on the edges rather than front-and-center on 

the stage of a racially and culturally complicated theater.  Here, the perspective-

altering experiences teach the lessons, while I offer coaching and questioning 

from the sidelines. 
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 This brings me to a major understanding I have known for some time, but 

have not publicly declared.  There is no doubt in my mind that the context and 

fodder for understanding social justice issues can be cultivated and scaffolded.  

However, answers cannot be forcefully shoved down students‘ throats.  Students 

need to arrive at their own knowing of highly sensitive and volatile issues.  In 

fact, instructors being outwardly assertive, indignant, or condescending about 

such topics can just as likely infuriate them and turn them off—as awaken them to 

the challenges so subtly at work in schools and in other psycho-social situations 

surrounding them in society.  This, in a nutshell, is what I have learned from 

grappling with my own ―arrogant perceptions,‖ from teaching and conducting 

research in my higher education setting at the University of Houston, and through 

my ongoing conversations with my fellow teacher researchers at Eagle High 

School from whom I have learned much.  (Reflection, 5/11/08) 

I think the feeling is mutual; the members have learned so much from each other. The 

collaborative nature of the CFG work and its reflective questioning techniques are 

foundational pieces to the creation of knowledge communities in schools.  

 Prophetess reflected at the end of the year, and her apprehensions of her 

December reflection has changed. She reflected: 

The one thing I most appreciate about the CART teacher group is teachers 

don‘t seem to mind listening. Walking down the halls or on a short break during 

lunch periods, on the way to the car in the afternoons, we had professionals who 

were not being restricted to group meetings. Don‘t get me wrong, the group 

meetings were more than helpful. However, between times can have as great or 
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greater importance as inside the group meeting when one has an ―emergency‖ 

situation to discuss. 

Eagle‘s CART had teacher members who each have more than eight years 

on the research team and over fifty years total teaching experience who will not 

be coming back on next school year. We are going to have a difficult time 

replacing them. In addition the two were ―listeners,‖ extremely creative and 

supportive. I remember when the discussion turned to African-Americans relating 

to non-black students as well as to their own kind, the whites in our group had as 

much input as those of us who are black. The discussion went forth, not quite as 

cautiously as one would expect, and the prospective of all teachers were placed on 

the table. Then the black teachers were able to shed additional light on the 

determination as to what type of impact ―racial relationship‖ might have in a 

successful classroom. 

The books chosen for our discussions invoke deep thought from each one 

of us as we examined other teacher‘s experiences, and basically we were in 

agreement that ―student-centered‖ approaches seem to be a greater force in the 

diversified classroom than the old traditional ―teacher led‖ approach. After all, the 

21
st
 century student lives in a world that is always on the move. High tech video 

games accelerated TV/Radio programming challenges the average student to 

move at the philological and psychological pace that is described in textbooks. 

The norm is changing whether we like it or not. Families have change from the 

traditional mother, father and children to blended families. Blended family socio-

economic status impact the student who comes to our class rooms. As teachers, 



302 

 

 

we must work on our thinking to include this basic fact. More and more there is a 

noticeable need for teachers to be parents to the student. Too many of them are 

parenting themselves, as one student remarked to me during a class discussion. 

―Ms. how can a student who is fifteen years of age, and needs a parent 

guidance, but the parent is only fifteen years older be expected to know what ya’ll 

want us to know about behavior. When you go to her, she doesn’t have time or 

know how to relate about a question instead she is trying to be a friend. We 

cannot do that which we do not know.‖ 

Enlightening… from one child who was experiencing this situation and 

having his own frustrations yet, remained appreciative of the teacher‘s 

explanation about self discipline. 

Our proposed question was about changing the conversations in our group 

and with our colleagues. We were able to do this by 1) realizing and admitting 

how much time we spend on complaints about student performance and lack of 

administrative support to the class room teacher, especially where student 

discipline was concerned. 2) We began to share in-depth discipline strategies that 

foster a student-centered learning environment. One favorite strategy was having 

each student to write an autobiography that discussed his or her culture and how it 

is maintained in a diverse society. Allowing the student to discuss his/her 

background and answer questions helps to eliminate racial misconceptions and 

provides a spring-board of self-confidence to build on during the school year. 

Another that addressed student behavior was to allow the students to not only 

have input into class room rules but periodically to review and revise the rules 
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based upon classroom experiences; student monitoring of each others‘ behavior 

worked as well. Whenever rules are broken, in general, students were rather strict 

in following the pre-prescribed consequences.  

We practiced changing our conversation with each other – cheering 

student achievements and performances rather than accentuating failures, i.e. 

congratulating the Theater Arts teacher and students on an award-winning campus 

performance of ‗Miss Evers Boys’.  

Recognizing student achievements encourages the entire class to perform 

at its best. Teaching students to ―look out for one another‖ helps to foster a ―we 

are family‖ attitude among the students, i.e. paying close attention when working 

in groups to those who need help in an area where another is a whiz teaches the 

respect for the each one‘s abilities. Another popular activity in my classroom was 

recognition of student birthdays with a rendition of happy birthday in English and 

Spanish with lots of cheering following. 

I believe that my students benefited from efforts to center the learning 

process around the student and his or her knowledge base. It made it easier to 

demonstrate and or explain using the reasoning processes as a vehicle based upon 

what you‘ve already learn to propel learning and thinking skills to a higher level 

at any age.  

Prophetess‘s writing reflects the accomplishments she has had in changing the 

conversations in her classroom. These same relationship building activities from the 

classroom transferred to our work with each other. 
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The 10 years of narrative texts track the journey of teachers individually and in a 

collaborative group. The stories told and restoried narratives paint the picture of a CFG 

over time. The stories have been restoried, and these narratives reflect the ―learning in 

small moments‖ and ―seeing big‖ as seen in the stories of Edgar and Thuy. The stories 

also reveal how the seeing of small, as with policy, influences our ability to work big. 

Sharon struggled to make a difference in her classroom and her department, but was 

caught in the metaphorical net of administrative directives and mandated accountability 

systems. She eventually broke free of the net, but at the loss of teaching students at Eagle 

High School. We are all forced to make decisions in our careers as teachers. Some choose 

to stay and fight the dragon in the classroom, others choose to flank the dragon and move 

into other educational venues, and still others leave the arena completely.  
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Interim Reflection 

 The variety of different research techniques in narrative inquiry provided the tools to 

create a finished dissertation and created that unfinished piece of art. As I have written about 

earlier in this work, learning from an unfinished painting is many times more valuable to an 

artist and especially an art teacher, in conjunction with their polished work.  

I see similarities in the texts provided in this chapter. Polished published works are presented 

alongside journal entries and emails. This juxtaposition of texts provides the reader both a 

roadmap of the 10 year long journey and the details of events along the way. The reader is 

provided with stories to experience the trip as did the members, yet is given ability see the 

connections being made in hindsight.   
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Chapter 5: Reflective Implications 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I will explore some recurring themes that surfaced as a 

consequence of burrowing and broadening into the story constellations, involving the 

field texts illustrated in chapter 4. The first theme is the value of studying experience over 

time, the longitudinal data presented through the breadth of the research and the depth 

and diversity of the interim texts. The second theme is based on the accomplishments of 

individuals and the CFG over the course of the study despite the ever shifting 

contingencies of leadership (in-school and out-of-school). The third theme focuses on the 

emergent issues on the school landscape produced through the grand narrative of 

educational policies (such as standardized testing and teacher evaluations). The fourth 

theme that became evident was the importance of outsiders to the insider process (the 

funding agency, the university professor) and the necessity for these entities to help 

advance Eagle's CFG work as opposed to putting up obstructionist barriers.  The fifth 

theme to emerge was the significance of relationships in the process. The sixth theme was 

the necessity of being growth-oriented even in tough and demanding times and how this 

provided a safe space for teachers and probably allows them to continuing teaching in a 

harsh environment with little recognition and few rewards. The seventh theme was the 

recognition of the characteristics of a knowledge community in the CFG and how those 

were first slow to emerge but became embedded in the work as time passed. The last 

theme, theme eight, is linked to the first in looking at some many different types of 

historical documentation and from different people, how you represent the interim texts 

in a rational and aesthetic approach. 
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Value of Studying Experience over Time 

In visiting the first theme, the value of studying experience over time, the 

longitudinal storied material presented through the breadth of the research and the depth 

and diversity of the interim texts illustrates the story constellations. The narratives 

restoried in chapter 4 span over 10 years and illuminate the interactions among 

individuals working in a group in one campus milieu, Eagle High School. The research 

texts were constructed from a variety of sources (portfolio entries, journal entries and 

published articles to name a few) and reflect a variety of different voices present in the 

CFG and the voices that have influenced my journey as a teacher, coach and researcher.  

In using historical documents and texts created by multiple individuals, speaking their 

own words and in their own voice, I have as Connelly and Clandinin (2006) point out ―a 

more difficult, time-consuming, intensive, and yet, more profound method‖ because I 

―begin with participants‘ living because in the end, narrative inquiry is about life and 

living‖ (p. 478). I started the research journey using their words and voice from that 

period of time and place, rather than having the participants retell their experiences. I 

then used my stories to as the thread that is woven throughout the narratives to bind and 

construct the tapestry that is illustrated in the dissertation. Although at the time I was not 

acting as a participant researcher, my relationship with my colleagues is instrumental in 

the storying and restorying  of a 10 year journey. The documents used were historical, yet 

I have negotiated with many participants how their words and perspectives will be 

portrayed in the research story. Those participants who had a desire to do so have read 

and negotiated the construction of this current narrative.  
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The teacher stories and the stories of teachers and my coach story and stories of 

myself as coach were illuminated through Connelly and Clandinin‘s (2005) theoretical 

foundation that ―in the end, narrative inquiry is about life and living‖ (p. 478). I will also 

use the story constellations (Craig, 2003) framework to illustrate the lives of the teachers 

in the Critical Friends Group and teachers peripherally associated through the reform 

team at Eagle High School. 

Throughout chapter 4, there were teachers who consistently appear in the story 

constellations. Dr. Cheryl Craig is a consistent figure participating in the CFG and in the 

construction of my knowledge as a reflective practitioner and a CFG coach. Her 

reciprocal responses in my journals and questions that fueled my self-reflection were vital 

creating helping establish a rich source of documents to be able to have a longitudinal 

study. 

In addition, Roy and Liz played an instrumental role in guiding the learning of the 

group and of me. Their input and their experiences played a significant part in 

characterizing the group over a long period of time. The study would not be as important 

and different if I was not able to have many of the same participants contributing over the 

course of time. 

The story constellation diagrams reflect all the participants in the group over the 

study continuum, and even though the dialogue captured during the different years does 

not yield lines from those characters, their presence and part in the building of knowledge 

communities should also be acknowledged.  

The narrative tools of ―broadening, burrowing, and restorying‖ (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990) have been used to infuse life in to past experiences and to relive the 
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events temporally, one of Clandinin and Connelly‘s Schwab-inspired commonplaces. The 

narratives are storied and restoried so the reader can come to know and understand the 

lived experiences of teachers in the beginning, middle and end of a major reform. The 

narratives presented in this dissertation are painted with broad brush strokes in some 

areas, such as in illustrating the political educational landscape during the school year 

while flipping 180 degrees and presenting in fine-grained details in other stories.  This 

allows the reader to go deeper into individual CFG members as lived stories and offers a 

more carefully focused reflective lens to their individual stories, as stated in chapter 4 

―learning in small moments‖ (Meier, 1986). 

A number of the ―learning in small moments‖ stories are embedded in the year‘s 

accounts. One example is the article published in year 5 about the peer review process of 

two students‘ work. The article recreates a moment on the campus and allows the reader 

to eavesdrop on the conversation of the Critical Friends Group. This article reflects the 

concept of burrowing, while later in that same year a broader lens is used to give an 

overview of the year‘s activities.  

As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) continue to explain narrative inquiry they 

state: 

An inquirer enters this matrix in the midst and progresses in the same 

spirit, concluding the inquiry in the midst of living and telling, reliving 

and retelling, the stories of the experiences that make up people‘s lives, 

both individual and social. (p. 20) 

Their explanation speaks specifically to my situation and positioning.  I was a teacher in 

the school milieu at the beginning of the City School Reform grant implementation and 
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the coordinator throughout the journey; I was not a part of the larger school landscape 

when changes began to happen on the campus prior to the writing of the grant. My entrée 

as a member of the reform squad was unusual. Liz and Abbie were presenting the grant 

proposal to the entire faculty during conference periods. I had the last conference period 

of the day; I received my copy of the proposal and began to read and edit. When the 

presentation was complete, I nonchalantly returned the proposal to Liz, highlighting some 

typos and errors. I can still see her eyes bulge and the panic in her voice as she asked 

what I was talking about. Henry Richards, principal, was already on his way with the 

proposal. He was paged, and he returned to the school.   I was duly deemed a member of 

the group. It was the sociality commonplace that Connelly and Clandinin (2006) state, 

―we mean the feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions and moral dispositions‖ (p. 

480). Liz and Abbie saw my skills as an editor, graphic designer and marketer as a niche 

that neither could fill at the time. Liz and I were friends and because of that relationship 

on the professional landscape I was better able to work in the group. I worked to build a 

trusting and mutually beneficial relationship over the course of the CSR grant with my 

colleagues, but found that working with teachers and having them make their teaching 

public was more easily achieved when I also had a personal relationship with them 

outside of the school milieu, one of Schwab‘s commonplaces of curriculum. 

 This story has been lived and restoried hundreds of times over the past 15 

years. It is not only the narrative of my entry into the reform group, but would 

become the narrative of how Liz, Abbie and I would work together over the years. 

It reflects our perceived positions in the group, our collective responsibilities, and 

what I have come to value tremendously, our social experiences within and 



311 

 

 

outside the Eagle High School context. It is in very few research situations, where 

the researcher has the benefit of being part of the process from the beginning and 

sees it through to the end. I have had that privilege and even while presenting a 

decade of teacher work in narrative form, the narrative inquiry is methodology 

that allowed me to bring to life many different voices and have their stories lived 

next to each others, truly reflecting the intimacies and interdependence of group 

members in one school milieu. 

 In addition to being part of the process, my personal practical knowledge 

is embodied in the CFG group, its members and our collective work. While this is 

a huge benefit in the construction of chapter 4, I have found it to be just as big of 

a disadvantage in chapter 5. My closeness to the work and being able to see big, 

as Greene uses the term, has made it difficult to adjust the aperture of my lens 

now and engage in seeing small. 

 

Accomplishments 

The second theme is based on the accomplishments of individuals and the CFG 

over the course of the study even while subject to the contingencies of leadership (in-

school and out-of-school). I worked hard to delve ―beyond the surface—beyond their 

carefully construed and protectively guarded cover stories‖ (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995; 

Olson & Craig, 2005) and bring to light the struggles, tensions and successes that 

teachers working together in a  lived narrative inquiry space rather than focusing on  

stories of teachers and stories of school given to Eagle‘s faculty and school context. 
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Clandinin, Pushor, and Murray Orr (2007) state ―Connelly and Clandinin 

borrowed the notion of commonplaces from Schwab‘s (1978) writing on 

curriculum to sort through and clarify the distinct qualities of narrative inquiry‖ 

(p. 22). For Schwab, the commonplaces of teacher, student, subject matter and 

milieu were necessary ingredients for curriculum making situations. The narrative 

texts presented in chapter 4 illuminate the commonplaces of Schwab through a 

―kind of wakefulness‖ (Clandinin, Pushor, & Murray Orr, 2007 p. 21). An 

example from year 3, 2000-2001, which illustrates the ―wakefulness‖ in the midst 

of the four commonplaces, is: 

The CFG meeting today went really well – the big picture is really coming along. 

The first meeting we talked about our personal goals and working to define our 

group goal. We have decided that our group is going 1) To develop more positive 

engagements and to 2) work smarter rather than work harder. We worked at this, 

this month, in developing our definition of what is powerful learning and work to 

combine our stories of personal engagement and using a VENN diagram to 

develop characteristics that we will look for in student work and peer 

observations. We are working to develop our definition to know what we are 

looking for in our documentation and evidence. Where are we going in our group? 

(Journal entry 10/4/2000) 

The journaling after the meetings provided a space for me to capture the elements of 

Schwab: teacher: ―our personal goals‖ [for teaching and learning]; student: ―to develop 

more positive relationships‖ [teacher and student relationships in the classroom]; subject 

matter: ―definition of what is powerful learning‖ [how individual teachers‘ curriculum 
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contained powerful learning]; and milieu: in our CFG meeting [part of the Eagle High 

School landscape]. There could be other varied ways and perspectives to interpret the 

journal entry, yet as the author of the text, I have the benefit of knowing the intention of 

the entry. Yet, time or temporality allows me to restory this journal entry as well because 

of my experiences since the event could provide a different interpretation.  

This adaptation, as Craig (2003) points out, is ―a multi-faced approach that takes 

into account multiple clusters of stories and many versions of stories narrated by a 

multitude of tellers‖ (p. 31). There are three main ideas to the concept of story 

constellations representation as Craig (2003) explains: ―the professional knowledge 

landscape, narrative authority, and educators making sense of their experiences in 

knowledge communities.‖ An exemplar to illustrate the three components of Craig‘s 

story constellations and the accomplishments of individuals working in a group would be 

in year 9. The members were asked by City School Reform to submit a white paper for 

review to a publication. I believe CSR was seeking academic recognition in the literature 

for its work with Critical Friends Groups. We, the teachers at Eagle High School, were 

thrilled to be working on a chapter that could possibility be read by other educators. The 

teachers were having their individual and collective narrative authorities recognized and 

were making their work in a knowledge community public in a professional knowledge 

landscape where teachers in K-12 seldom break the glass ceiling into academic 

publications. 

There have been various articles, chapters and presentations that members made 

over the years. I have been involved authoring four referred publications; the writing of 

six articles in non-referred journals; over 20 presentations on the international and 
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national levels at such conferences as American Educational Research Association and 

American Association for Teaching and Curriculum; and I have worked on and received 

over $100,000 in grants since 2002 after the original CSR funding. I am only one of the 

members; many others have had as much or more success in these three areas. My 

success was made possible because of the success of the group and the work of all who 

have participated over the years.  

Many of the CFG group members have continued to build their careers through 

publishing, presenting and moving up the educational hierarchy. I will give a quick 

overview of some of the members and where they are now. Cheryl Craig‘s Curriculum 

Vitae itself is over 50 pages, and I would be unable to list all her publications, articles 

and professional presentations. She is an ambassador of the work of teachers (of which 

she is a shining example) and is travelling around the world promoting her viewpoint. 

Another member, Simon Cosenza, has completed his doctorate, and he is currently 

working as an educational consultant. Before his current endeavor, he was a Program 

Director of Mathematics at a local education agency and then a Director of Mathematics 

and Science at Applewood ISD. He is currently presenting workshops all over the United 

States. His current mathematics computer program has been sold to school districts 

around Texas. Tyriq Camper, an early CFG member, moved up the ladder into 

administration in Northside ISD and then was quickly recruited to Central ISD. He 

became the principal of a large traditional high school and then moved on to become a 

director of a large charter school in the area. Sharon Latter became a Science Program 

Director at the local education agency and has authored several science publications 

while at that organization. She currently presents staff developments based on 
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implementation of the states TEKS. A number of teachers are still at Eagle High School 

and working with the students they love in the school they created. Liz Clayton is still  a 

Social Studies teacher and works closely with me on grants and presentations; Abbie 

Puckett is now the English Department Chair and is working to create better writers on 

the campus; Maty Boblen is still teaching physics and now teaches International 

Baccalaureate students also;  Arthur Sundry teaches chemistry and astronomy; Edna 

Pursse has changed positions and is working with 9
th

 graders and their attendance; Chris 

McCarthie has continued in her quest for equitable teaching of special education 

mathematics students and Prophetess Williams has mastered teaching the class she had 

begun during year 8. An additional number have retired: Tina Flowers, Nancy Weston, 

Roy Boudreaux, Henry Richards, Patricia Serrano, Tim Bogey, Jane Shoort, Veronica 

Jugheed, Genna Duster, Linda Mytie, Terra Bambino, and Bridget Kelssie. Some of them 

have continued working on the educational landscape. For example, Roy is a community 

advisor to a local middle school, Henry is working with a large grant funder, Patricia is 

working for the state education department in mentoring principals, and Bridget works 

with young girls and computers at a local university. And sadly one of our members has 

passed away; Jerome Jackson was an innovative thinker, and there was not a box he 

could not think out of or around. 

Although in end result, some people move on and out of your life leaving an 

indelible mark but no forwarding address, like Michelle White, Shelly Smyth, Rita 

Lonman, Patti Beck, Katie Coal, Barry Dogan, Drew Curley, Len Fuut, Lauren Beetle, 

Jaclyn Tran, Ryan Cematerri, and Gert Byrd, still these teachers had an important 

influence on which each person was and became in the group.  The texts presented in this 
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dissertation research are not attributable to any one member; they are collective property 

due to the collaborative way they were produced and interpreted. 

 

Emergent Issues on the School Landscape  

The third theme focuses on the emergent issues on the school landscape especially 

as illuminated through the lens of the grand narrative of educational policies (such as 

standardized testing and teacher evaluations). The narratives illustrated in chapter 4 paint 

the varied pictures of the professional knowledge landscape at Eagle High School, mainly 

how the larger educational milieu has produced tensions on the campus. For example, in 

2002, the No Child Left Behind Act created tensions in professional development 

approaches on campus with a ―battle‖ between top down directives and the teacher 

empowerment approach of Critical Friends Group processes. For example, during April 

of year 1, I wrote in journal that I was upset about being asked to defend my practice 

rather than work on improving my practice. I discussed how staff development was the 

first of many times that an administrator would ask us, teachers, to defend and prove our 

work as professionals. In year 2, the accountability dragon, as Craig illuminated in her 

2004 article, reared its ugly head, and our test scores dropped on the state accountability 

report; as the scores dropped, the prescriptive and top down administrative directives 

increased. This phenomenon caused a crisis in confidence in teachers. The lack of 

confidence in some teacher‘s skills, and sometimes commitment, was spilling over into 

the general educational landscape. The Northside District seemed to jump on the 

standardization of teachers and teaching. Texas was one of the first states to implement 
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standardized testing, and when our governor became the president of the country, 

everyone was soon struggling and in the same boat as us. 

During a plane flight in year 3, I read an overview of The Nation at Risk Report 

and was appalled at how ―teachers are referred to as a deficit and how new ones needed 

to be produced.‖ This report created a fire in my belly and pushed me to do more and 

show the world I was a good teacher and worth it. I am sure others reacted in a 

completely opposite way and retreated into themselves and like one of the CFG members, 

Drew, who left teaching and education completely.  

The narratives storied and restoried, lived and relived in the span of the 10 year 

journey illuminate how teachers came into their own voice in a collaborative group and 

how they were simultaneously silenced on the larger professional landscape. During the 

school years from 2002-2006, the teaching and learning of the CFG members went 

underground. The principal did not value the work and seemed to feel threatened by 

knowledgeable teachers‘ wanting to improve their practice. He seemed to want teachers 

on the defensive, looking to prove themselves. Although there might seem to be a minute 

difference between proving and improving, there is huge differences in the kind of work 

teachers do with those two words. When a teacher is asked to prove themselves, the 

results are mounds of paperwork defending their work and teachers making decisions in 

teaching that are not always best for the students. Where improving practice is concerned 

there are some directions that we should pursue based on this research. Sustained 

reflective practice, positive action research based on personal and collective evidence, 

and collaborative purposeful group learning provides for a road map to achieve 

educational ends.  In short, there is deliberation which Schwab said created ―a pooling of 
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insights‖ for teachers. Improving the work is a mound of reflective journals, collaborative 

learning with colleagues and open transparent classroom looking for all to learn and 

grow. Grossman (1995) adds, ―From this perspective knowledge is embodied within 

classroom practice: distinctions between knowledge and classroom practice are not clear 

cut‖ (p. 23). ―Teacher as knower‖ Lieberman and Miller (2008) and ―teacher as 

curriculum maker‖ Clandinin and Connelly (1992) portray the teacher as not a conduit 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1995; Craig, 2002) dispensing information into the students from 

the prescribed state curriculum, but as educators creating meaningful personal 

experiences. 

I had attended a conference through CFG training that focused on equity in 

education in year 4. I was unable to relate and did not feel as though the ideas and biases 

being talked about were really necessary. I was teaching in a highly diverse urban school 

and can understand the problems that many of the educators were lamenting on their 

educational landscape. For example the one African American in the class or how to 

teach about other cultures not represented or underrepresented in the text books. I think I 

was remiss in thinking just because I had not heard anyone complaining, there was not an 

issue in my diverse school milieu. Just a month later, Genna brought up the fact that the 

video presentation only had two white males represented and maybe that should be 

changed. I had been wrong; just because I had not heard anything, did not mean it did not 

exist. After these two experiences, I tried to listen more to both teachers and students and 

what they were saying about matters relating to race, religion and gender. 

Whether it is standardized testing, national education policies or equity issues, 

there is an impact on the teachers and students. What happens in the global educational 



319 

 

 

landscape trickles down or even sometimes pours on the heads of the professionals in the 

trenches. 

 

Importance of Outsiders 

The fourth theme that became evident was the importance of outsiders to the 

insider process and the necessity for these entities to help advance Eagle's CFG work as 

opposed to putting up obstructionist barriers.  Lieberman and Miller (1999) point out, 

―Teacher growth and development comes about in many ways. Teachers learn from 

‗outside knowledge‘ – research, reform ideas, conferences, books, workshops, speakers, 

consultants. But they also learn from ‗inside knowledge‘ – by teaching and picking up 

ideas from fellow teachers and trying them out in their classroom‖ (p.63). The teachers in 

the CFG group found there were three distinctive people or groups that influenced the 

growth of the members.  

The first would be City School Reform, the funding agency of the Gold Medal 

initiatives, Teacher as Researcher and CFG as Research Team (CART) grants. CSR 

developed three initiatives as described in chapter 1, and the CFG work fell under the 

teacher learning imitative. I was in the cohort of teachers first trained in Houston and 

became a national facilitator and new coach trainer. This initial training and subsequent 

CFG work has been the impetus for all the work at Eagle High School with its teachers 

and staff. If you would attend a professional development session, even today, you would 

see remnants of the CFG processes. 

The grant, focused on the teacher as researcher, spawned our efforts to really 

make focused inquiries into our own practices. Up until this point in time, I had been 
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focused on doing it the right way.  After this marker event, I was inquiring more into the 

processes and investigations that had a rightness of fit for my learning and the group‘s 

learning. I really learned more about coaching during this time period, but would not 

have learned as much had I not gone through the previous coaching experience. This 

funding was also the time period when we felt most valued by the work that was being 

produced and the attention to publishing teacher work. 

The third was the CART grant. This endeavor although mildly successful came at 

time when the school landscape was changing with a new principal and a vital member, 

Roy retiring. These two critical incidents created a ―perfect storm‖ so to speak and 

although the CFG completed the last year of the grant (which if I would continue would 

be year 11), this formed the last year of any formal CFG on the Eagle campus. 

The second group would be the National School Reform Faculty, which was the 

national forum for CFG coaches. This organization, founded at Brown University, is the 

platform provided the movers and shakers in Critical Friends Group processes, 

collaboration, and reflective tools access to each other. The coaches working in this arena 

for a longer period of time mentored the newer coaches, such as me. In year 1, I wrote 

about the conferences and workshops I attended that really sparked my thinking. I was 

also greatly influenced by National facilitators such as Faith Dunne, Gene Thompson-

Grove and Steven Strull. The thrill of being part of a greater movement was motivating 

and one of the reasons I continued for all the years. The idea of belonging to something 

greater than you and your school milieu is exhilarating, especially when you, knowing 

the difference it could make for students on the educational landscape, can see the 

positive changes on your campus. 
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The third outside influence is a person who is probably the greatest influence on 

the CFG work and on my personal work, Cheryl Craig. The influence Cheryl has had on 

the work at Eagle is tremendous, and I can point out articles she has helped write or 

grants she put the finishing touches on, but her greatest contribution I believe was 

something she never said.  

Cheryl showed her commitment to Eagle High School, the CFG, and the work of 

school reform not by giving her input (which we always wanted), but by being there. 

Cheryl showed how much she valued the work just by being there; she attended almost 

all the meetings and was always a great listener.  When the members of the group were 

struggling through a difficult experience, she was there beside us, with us. She did not 

shout at us, from the Ivory Tower of Academia, answers to our problems, but whispered 

questions in our ears so we could find our own solutions. These questions became our 

breadcrumb trail amid the journey. I am not sure if Cheryl even knew the path we were 

traveling, but I know she knew we were heading in the right direction. She worked with 

us through being wakeful and walking alongside. 

An example to illustrate this idea happened during year four. Cheryl responded to 

a journal entry I had made commenting on her teaching style: ―Yes, I try very hard to 

draw people‘s questions and strengths out and make people see the value in their own 

importance – I also work hard at not impressing how I do things/research on others. I 

recognize we all have to find our own way/styles/methods‖ (Journal entry, undated). 

Cheryl‘s contributions to the process of school reform were invaluable to the schools and 

teachers continued journey forward. 
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These outside influences, although it is difficult to put Cheryl as an outsider, but 

since she was not employed by Eagle High School, I must include her in this section were 

instrumental in the longevity of the CFG and the depth of its work. 

 

Significance of Relationships 

The fifth theme to emerge was the significance of relationships during the 

process. Craig (2003) points out the need for ―a transitional narrative space – a bridging 

space – in which adjustments in relationships on the teachers‘ landscape can – and do – 

occur‖ (p. 421). In the CFG work and over the decade of work, there were many 

adjustments to be made. The groups changed in physical make up annually as illustrated 

in the diagrams reflecting the constellations of people in the different years. The other 

more significant piece, however, is and was the mental space to reflect that was built in 

the CFG work, one of the tools used to open up this space was Connections. In chapter 4 

readers can see how connections were used continuously as a tool for teachers to vent and 

then open a mental space for reflection. Almost like opening a can of pop, you must first 

release the carbonation or the physical pressure in the can before experiencing the 

liquid‘s goodness.  

As Connelly and Clandinin (2006) explain, ―people shape their daily lives by 

stories of who they and others are and as they interpret their past in terms of these 

stories‖ (p. 477). ―As a teacher, I live in two places on the professional knowledge 

landscape: my classroom, where I meet students face-to-face, and places outside my 

classroom, where I meet all those things expected of me‖ (Craig, 1995, p.23). I found in 
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my Critical Friends experiences, a place where my work with students and the 

professional learning that is expected of me meet in a symbiotic relationship. 

As Roy stated upon announcing his retirement: 

Reflecting on my past ten years working with Critical Friends Groups at 

Eagle High School, I believe one of my most valued experiences has been the 

countless conversations with so many of my peers throughout these years. I 

believe that not only have these conversations been essential to strengthening my 

practice, but helped me continue to grow as a professional. It also has been these 

same conversations that have kept me from being isolated from many of my 

department members as well as teachers in other departments which I would not 

have any contact with during the school year. Breaking out of classroom isolation 

is a major key in providing teachers with new skills for being successful in the 

classroom. Critical Friends Groups have provided me the opportunity to learn 

from others who have different perspectives, disciplines, teaching strategies, and 

experiences. (Reflection, 3/29/08) 

Roy was an experienced teacher of 16 years when he first joined the CFG. He 

didn‘t know what he didn‘t know, which was that he was isolated and that he could learn 

from others and even others in other disciplines as he pointed out in year 7. ―During the 

debriefing of the process, Roy exclaimed he was hesitant to bring his work. He had been 

worried that since the members were not art teachers the comments would be ‗too fluffy‘ 

and ‗surface.‘‖ He continued, ―My CFG buddies can delve into a portfolio and give me 

insights that I missed, even as an art teacher‖ (Personal communication, 2/9/04). 
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CFG work to be growth-oriented 

The sixth theme was the necessity of the CFG work to be growth-oriented even in 

tough and demanding times. Chien (2005) states, ―The purpose of reflection is to engage 

in a habit of thinking about experience, to view experience from alternative 

interpretations and possibilities, to resolve problems from unfamiliar situations, and 

finally cultivate professional growth‖ (p. 3). As Chien expressed the CFG reflective work 

was utilized to produce growth or teacher learning. 

An exemplar of growth through CFG work can be seen in Arthur Sundry. Arthur 

entered the CFG as a new teacher, coming from an engineering industry. His perspective 

was we can figure it all out through the numbers. His first entry was full of tables and 

graphs to prove his learning and that of his students. He discovered with all the numbers 

and documentation, he was still not being as successful as he had envisioned he would be 

as a teacher. The next year, Arthur ventured into a research area he was unfamiliar with 

from his previous job experience. Arthur wrote about his ―blind experiment‖ and 

discovered the art of teaching. Arthur‘s willingness to go beyond the numbers and his 

classroom doors provided the learning landscape he had been searching for in his new 

career. 

Arthur‘s spiraling of knowledge through his own experiments allowed him to 

become the master teacher he is today, by becoming first a curriculum maker. The 

circular nature of learning and building experiences is a reflective practice that allows 

teachers to become curriculum makers with personal practical knowledge (Clandinin, 

1985), rather than being molded, shaped, and defined from the outside.  
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Another example of growth in a CFG can be seen through my own questioning 

and reflective practices. As one of the main characters, my journal writing reveals my 

struggles and challenges in becoming a CFG coach and facilitator. I grew as member and 

coach over the ten years, for example in the early years I question whether I am able to 

even do the work of a CFG coach, whereas in the later years, my questions are not based 

on lack of confidence in my abilities, but in learning from my experiences. 

 

Characteristics of a Knowledge Community in the CFG 

The seventh theme was the recognizing characteristics of a knowledge community 

in the CFG and how those were first slow to emerge but became embedded in the work as 

years passed. Even though ―no two professional learning communities are the same; 

[that] each is unique, generating its own path of development and finding its own ways to 

build community identities and to learn from other communities‖ (Lieberman and Miller, 

2008, p. 9), as researchers we can learn about the communities‘ characteristics and use 

their experiences to learn from and inform our practice. The purpose of this dissertation 

was explicitly for this reason. I believe from looking at this CFG over a decade long time 

span can provide moments for us to learn from and to inform our practice as collaborative 

and reflective practitioners. 

The observation that Prophetess wrote about Sharon‘s class reflects a greater 

understanding of Sharon‘s teaching and her student‘s learning, but of how this experience 

has informed her teaching.  

I just loved it as she gave tips (via word association) with hitting home using body 

parts and their functions for differentiation between two terms, meiosis and 
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mitosis. It really raised antennae, I wanted to learn more. These were terms I 

struggled with in high school. (Why couldn‘t Ms. Lane have taught my class this 

way?) 

Prophetess was able to pull from her own experience as a high school students and meld 

that with her observation of Sharon‘s teaching and grow as a teacher for her students. The 

openness to allow a colleague to observe your teaching for their own learning is unusual 

in schools today. Usually observations of classroom teaching are for evaluative purposes. 

It is in becoming self-conscious learners, or reflective in our practice, especially 

in community that the authentic learning of teachers can happen. The notion that teachers 

have knowledge communities, in which they negotiate the meaning of their experiences, 

shows how personal meaning becomes public and shared (Craig, 1995a, 1995b). Chapter 

4 illustrates the journey a group of teachers has travelled for ten years. Although, the 

members have fluctuated over the years a core group has endured. The CFG illustrated 

the nine characteristics of a knowledge community as defined by Craig (2007). I will 

highlight a few places over the years that reflect each quality. 

Qualities of a Knowledge Community Example 

knowledge communities begin with 

originating events 

the first event was the week long 

training of becoming a CFG coach this 

sparked the entire journey 

knowledge communities enable 

teachers‘ intra/inter-school dialogue 

 

 

Prophetess pointed out that she talked 

to people in the halls she had never had 

before because of her work in CFG 

knowledge communities evolve and 

change 

The CFG started as a compliant group 

as can be seen in the large number of 
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members, but in year 5 the numbers 

changed and those that were 

benefitting from the knowledge 

community continued 

knowledge communities cohere around 

teachers‘ storying/restorying of 

experience; 

 

The members restoried their classroom 

experiences through their reflective 

writing. The members in the last few 

years became authors of their own 

stories 

knowledge communities fuel ongoing 

reflection in community; 

 

The reflections changed over the years 

and the tables provide the reader with a 

window into this evolution. In 

addition, there was a visible difference 

between reflection for funding 

compliance or personal growth 

knowledge communities develop shared 

ways of knowing; 

 

Simon illustrated how a group of 

people came to understand how to 

work together through his compass 

points descriptions. Developing this 

shared way of viewing personalities 

allowed us to understand each other 

and work together 

knowledge communities feature 

reciprocity of members‘ responses; 

 

The dialogue among the members can 

be seen in numerous places, but the 

relationship and communication seen 

in the early journal writings between 

Cheryl and myself illuminate this 

quality perfectly 

knowledge communities bring moral 

horizons into view 

The overarching decision of members 

to do what is right and good for 
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 students is evident. Even when the 

group faced the dragon of 

accountability numerous times, the 

members always choose the students 

first. 

 

 

 

Looking at Different Types of Documentation 

The last theme is linked to the first. In looking at many different types of 

historical documentation from different people, how you represent the interim texts in a 

rational and aesthetic approach? Each year‘s participants are portrayed in the story 

constellation diagram, their stories, words, and insights are revealed through journal 

entries, meeting notes, portfolio entries, and published writings. The experiences of the 

group are the experiences of the individuals participating; these stories of teachers and 

their teacher stories also illuminate their experiences with the grand narrative of 

education and school reform.   

 

Conclusion  

Collinson and Cook (2002) observed, ―Despite its position as a linchpin between 

individual and organizational learning, surprisingly little is known about dissemination; 

that is, what teachers share, why they share it, or how and when they share knowledge 

about teaching and learning (p.1). The CFG at Eagle High School‘s decade long journey 

reflects the dissemination of knowledge between teachers and the process which one 

Table 6: Reflecting on the Nine Qualities of a Knowledge Community 
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group shared their experiences about teaching and learning. The group of teachers went 

through their own ups and downs in creating a trusting working environment. Barone 

observed: 

In order to create the environment where teachers will expose their own 

vulnerabilities and questions they have about their own practices to their peers, 

it‘s essential to create the kind of trusting and supporting environment that will 

allow that kind of disclosure and de-privatization of practice. (personal 

communication, November 28, 2005) 

Barone was correct in his comment in that as the years moved on and the group became a 

knowledge community, as evidenced in the conversations, notes, and observations, the 

work of the CFG became public, and they were better able to grow as teachers and 

learners. Little (1999) states, ―…that genuine teaching learning communities - those with 

a demonstrable effect on teaching and learning – are those that question and challenge 

teaching routines when they prove ineffective with students and that routinely examine 

new conceptions of subject and teaching‖ (p. 255). Arthur‘s blind experiment is an 

exemplar for a teacher questioning what he is doing in the classroom is not working and 

seeking to examine new ways of teaching. In his observations of Ms. Green, he was able 

to develop a new concept for how to reach the students in his chemistry class.  

 

Parting Comments 

How will you know if you been successful in schools? Alternatively, some might 

ask, how will I know you have been successful in schools, if I do not have a number to 

compare one school to another? Baron (2005) states, 
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Typically we know we‘ve been successful when kids are creating student work 

that they didn‘t think they were capable of previously. We know we are 

succeeding when the classroom becomes a learning community and students are 

supporting each other‘s learning, when the power dynamic between teacher and 

student changes to one of shared leadership. When teachers take an inquiry stance 

and move out of the expert role the relationship with kids changes dramatically, 

and when teachers see themselves as learners in a community of learners with 

their peers the work becomes invigorating, the work becomes stimulating, and the 

renewal it provides gives an energy to the life of a teacher that typically isn‘t 

present in the traditional system. (p. 26)  

In approaching success from this paradigm, the Eagle High School teachers were highly 

successful. A small group of teachers was able to influence a large traditional school‘s 

professional development by providing meaningful moments of learning. Reflecting 

back, I remember vividly a 30-year veteran teacher standing up at the end of the 1998 

opening of school professional development exclaiming, ―This is the best experience I 

have ever!‖ 
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