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Abstract 

 

  This narrative inquiry studied the influences of 

coaching methodology, critical incidents, and critical 

relationships on three specific teacher knowledge 

communities – the Portfolio Group, the Houston ISD literacy 

coach network, and the Imperial ISD Secondary English 

Language Arts helping teacher workgroup.  This inquiry is 

situated within the culturally, economically, and 

ethnically diverse metropolitan region of a large 

southwestern city, Houston, and the adjoining community, 

Cane Towne.   

The purpose of this narrative inquiry is to uncover 

the characteristics of peer coaching and to investigate the 

possible influences of critical relationships and critical 

incidents in specific teacher knowledge communities all 

situated within and impacted by alternative models of 

professional learning communities.  This dissertation 

addresses the following research questions:  What role does 

coaching in a knowledge community play in the formation of 

reflective practice? How do critical incidents and 
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relationships influence the members of a knowledge 

community?  

The field texts for this inquiry included the 

following: journals, the Hardy Academy Portfolios, archived 

emails, the traveling journals and transcripts from the 

Portfolio Group, and transcribed interviews conducted with 

members from all three groups. The researcher employed 

Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) narrative tools of 

broadening, burrowing and restorying the narratives in this 

study.  In addition, the newsletters and publications 

created by and about the Portfolio Group, Critical Friends 

Groups, and the Houston ISD literacy coach network 

illuminated and provided additional perspectives of each 

group.   
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Chapter 1:  Setting the Context 

 

Introduction 

The Critical Friends Group (CFG) that I coach sat in 

rapt attention around the conference table in a middle 

school classroom-turned-office on an early fall Friday 

afternoon as Maya, an African-American veteran teacher, 

presented her dilemma and sought reflective input to solve 

her problem. Using the consultancy protocol (McDonald, 

2007), the group asked a series of questions designed to 

clarify their understanding and push Maya‟s thinking about 

her dilemma.  The protocol, or structured conversation, 

allowed the group to focus with laser-like precision on the 

issue at hand and assist Maya as she reflected on her 

problematic situation.   

 

In my role as coordinator of secondary English 

Language Arts for a large suburban school district, I 

supervise an existing group of five “helping teachers” – 

content area coaches – whose jobs involve frequent school 

visits and on-site professional development for teachers.  

The group had been meeting for several years before I 

started working for the school district. Collectively they 
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wondered what to expect from me as their new “boss.”  Under 

prior coordinators, the group had worked together 

collegially as independent contractors sharing office space 

and occasional anecdotes with each owning their individual 

projects.  This independent contractor status fostered 

little collaboration and even less critical feedback of 

each other‟s practice.  They soon learned that my vision 

for our mutual professional learning would be to create a 

highly effective team of collaborative, critical friends.   

On this particular Friday afternoon, the group 

experienced the consultancy protocol through the dual lens 

of learner and participant. New to the notion of the 

Critical Friendship coaching approach, but experienced as 

peer facilitators, the women reluctantly acquiesced when I 

suggested that we add the CFG coaching training to our 

weekly meeting agendas. Though new to my position, I 

immediately felt at ease with the existing congeniality of 

the women and the group office, a former classroom in a 

bustling middle school. This “off-site” location, separate 

from the main administration building, seemed the almost-

ideal place to foster the deep, reflective, often 

confidential conversations which occur during a critical 

friends group meeting.  
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Though the women had worked together for several 

years, they had not previously been asked to share intimate 

aspects of their coaching practice or personal lives with 

each other.  The original helping teacher, Eileen, 

volunteered to present her dilemma first.  An experienced 

teacher of thirty years, she feared that her age and 

experience were becoming liabilities.  Her self-doubts made 

her wonder if she was still relevant as a mentor to 

teachers new to the profession.  Working through the 

protocol, her peers and I asked a series of questions meant 

to help Eileen reflect, discuss possible solutions and find 

new perspectives to her felt dilemma.  Eileen reflected 

positively on the experience, cited the insight she gained 

from the process, and encouraged the others to follow her 

lead. The group concluded the consultancy protocol with a 

collective reflection and the members readied themselves 

for the next dilemma to be presented. 

Maya volunteered to present her dilemma next. As the 

newest member of the team, Maya was beginning to feel 

paralyzed at the thought of presenting staff development 

sessions.  The five helping teachers and I leaned forward 

mesmerized as Maya outlined her dilemma.  Maya‟s voice 

wavered as she admitted that she was often paralyzed by 
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self-doubts about the quality of her work and her ability 

to make good coaching and mentoring decisions.  She told 

the group of an internal voice that was constantly 

questioning whether her demonstration lessons were ready to 

share, or needed more work.  Maya readily admitted that her 

self-doubts caused her to constantly rank herself, her 

decisions, and her work inferior to that of her more 

experienced peers.  In Maya‟s words, “I feel like a kid 

who‟s been invited to sit at the adult table for the very 

first time.” 

 As the coach, trainer, facilitator, and new boss, I 

wore several “hats” in this meeting as I guided the group 

through the structured series of clarifying and probing 

questions associated with Critical Friends Groups.  A 

Critical Friends Group (CFG) is a coaching model that uses 

structures or protocols to quickly facilitate deep level 

reflective conversations.  In these facilitated 

conversations, educators discuss professional dilemmas, 

bring examples of student or teacher work for critical 

feedback, and gain insight into better serving the learning 

needs of individual or collective groups of students.  In 

short, the embedded protocols when well facilitated move 
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discussion from “surface” topics like dress codes to deeper 

reflection on personal teaching practices.    

I pressed Maya, reminded her that probing questions 

require no answer to the group and were merely used to push 

her thinking, and continued to demonstrate the use of 

probing questions. 

 “What kinds of decisions cause you the most trouble?  

What do you value most in your work?” I queried.  

 “What makes your demonstration lessons worth sharing?”   

 “What makes you compare your work to that of your 

peers?” I added. 

 “What are the standards by which you judge your work 

and where do they come from?” I concluded. 

 The final set of questions struck deep.  The group 

fell silent.  Tears welling up in her eyes, Maya looked 

down, took a deep breath, and blurted out, “People tell me 

I must have done something to deserve my breast cancer.” 

 

For an instant time stood still as the group absorbed 

Maya‟s statement.   

The protocol was suspended as the group enveloped Maya 

with concern and expressed their shock and disbelief at the 

notion that someone, especially their Maya, could be 
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subjected to such backward thinking and the damage it had 

done to her personal and professional self-esteem.  Having 

uttered the deep doubt, the burden had been visibly lifted 

from Maya‟s shoulders and metaphorically shared with the 

group in that pivotal moment. 

The protocol resumed and conversation quickly deepened 

as Maya pushed her chair back from the table to observe, 

and the group took on her issue with a laser-like focus.  

As the discussion of the dilemma continued, Maya sat 

silently taking notes and reflecting on what she heard.  

“As a group we should support her by working together 

on projects so she doesn‟t feel such individual 

responsibility for our mutual work.” 

“I wonder how Maya might counter that internal voice?”   

“I wonder what we can all learn from this dilemma?”  

When Maya‟s turn came to reflect on what she heard, 

she spoke of how it felt to be “raw” and what pushed her to 

let down her guard.  Through her tears, she said she felt 

the weight lifted, she now realized that her personal, 

private life impacted her work more than she had known. She 

was amazed at the new insights she gained by allowing 

others to examine the issue that sat at the core of her 

uncertainties.   
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The group discussed and reflected on the process, 

continued to express their outrage that someone in their 

midst had to carry such a burden, and discussed their own 

reactions to the dilemma and possible universal lessons 

learned. The members left the meeting as more of a 

“professional learning community” than when they arrived.  

That moment an emerging critical friendship became the 

catalyst that took an existing group of professional 

colleagues, as well as their coach, from a loose group of 

independent, but congenial peers to a collaborative, 

reflective group sharing ownership of their collective 

work.  As the result of Maya‟s dilemma, its universal theme 

of self-doubt, and the ensuing restorying, the group became 

reflective-in-action and reflective after the fact (Schön, 

1983).  This single critical incident with Maya has been 

the catalyst for continuing critical relationships which 

Dewey described in Education and Experience. 

… there is some kind of continuity in any case 

since every experience affects for better or worse the 

attitudes which help decide the quality of further 

experiences, by setting up certain preference and 

aversion, and making it easier or harder to act for 

this or that end.  Moreover, every experience 

influences in some degree the objective conditions 
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under which further experiences are had (Dewey, 1938, 

p. 37).  

Introducing the Educational Landscape  

 

 This inquiry is situated within the culturally, 

economically, and ethnically diverse metropolitan region of 

one large southwestern city, Houston, and the adjoining 

community, Cane Towne.  Both Houston and Cane Towne, have 

shifted from being backwater, ethnically stratified 

neighborhoods to majority-minority communities fueled by 

the energy and high-tech industries.  As a result of their 

proximity to the Mexican border, huge increases in the 

Latino population have impacted all aspects of the 

community, including the schools (see figure 1).  

 

Figure 1:  The Demographic Transformations of the Houston Region 

(1960 – 2006) 
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 For many years Houston has been the setting of various 

educational reform efforts, notably as the birthplace of 

the “Texas Miracle” (CBS news, 2009) which became the basis 

of the reformed Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 

commonly known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and as one of 

the original Annenberg Foundation Challenge sites, the 

Houston A+ Challenge (HAC).  In addition, through 

partnerships of public, private, non-profit, and university 

collaborators, Houston and its surrounds were able to 

leverage grant funds into sustainable school reform 

initiatives which propelled the city and suburban schools 

into the forefront of reform (Craig, 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 

2007a, 2007b, 2009, 2011, 2012; Reyes & Phillips, 2002; 

Gray, 2008).  Within this climate of reform several 

prominent charter school systems were founded and call 

Houston their home town.  

 Through the efforts of a local non-profit, the Houston 

A+ Challenge (HAC), leading practitioners introduced 

various forms of professional learning community models – 

most notably the Critical Friends Group (CFG) peer coaching 

approach (Easton 2009), the Professional Learning 

Communities (PLC) model (Eaker & Dufour, 2002), and the 

Leadership and Learning Center Data Teams model (Reeves, 

2010). These models of professional teacher collaboration 
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which all claim to be centered in processes and teacher 

practice and range from the organically developed protocols 

of the CFG to the highly structured examination of common 

assessments in the Lead and Learn Data Teams. 

Introducing the Research Context 

As the context of my research on the influence of 

coaching, critical incidences, and critical relationships, 

I plan to study three teacher knowledge communities: the 

Portfolio Group, selected members of the former 

HISD/Schools for a New Society literacy coach initiative, 

and the Imperial ISD (IISD) secondary English Language Arts 

helping teachers. My new research centers on the secondary 

English language arts (ELA) helping teachers, Cara, Darby, 

and Maya in the IISD in Cane Towne. As secondary sources 

for my research, I will revisit and restory (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1995; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) earlier 

research on the “portfolio group” (Gray, 2008) and my 

earlier research of the literacy coach initiative 

(Martindell, 2011) which were both part of a collaborative 

reform partnership involving the HAC, my former employer.  

The portfolio group started as a collection of teachers who 

were part of the Annenberg Challenge grant for the Houston 

region. The literacy work centered on the coaching 

relationship I developed with the HISD literacy manager, 
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Helena Angelo and literacy coach, Leopold Bloom. The 

current research centers on the IISD secondary English 

helping teachers.  The helping teachers, literacy coaches, 

are members of the district curriculum department.  These 

experienced teachers design and provide district wide and 

campus specific professional development, model and co-

teach, and develop and refine the district secondary ELA 

curriculum for grades six through twelve.   

Situating the Researcher in Context 

For the past fifteen years, as I have been called upon 

to facilitate and participate in groups of adult learners, 

or teacher knowledge communities (Craig, 1995), I have 

wondered what critical relationships or incidents, 

qualities, skills, and knowledge serve as catalysts for 

teachers to switch from traditional teaching methodologies 

to those necessary to facilitate powerful learning.  In 

examining my own transformation in philosophical and 

practical teaching, I realize that Dewey‟s qualities of 

experience (1938) describe events set in motion many years 

ago that precipitated this personal change.  These 

qualities: continuity - that our ideas about the past, 

combined with our experience of the present, and our dreams 

for the future provide capacity to learn in social 

situations; temporality - the ability to view experience 
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from various vantage points over time; and interaction - 

that experience is socially based and personal, resonate 

with what I have come to know.  In his essay, The School 

and Society (1899), Dewey defines and discusses the role of 

society: 

A society is a number of people held together because 

they are working along common lines, in a common 

spirit, and with reference to common aims.  The common 

needs and aims demand a growing interchange of thought 

and growing unity of sympathetic feeling.  The radical 

reason that the present school cannot organize itself 

as a natural social unit is because just this element 

of common and productive activity is absent…Upon the 

ethical side, the tragic weakness of the present 

school is that it endeavors to prepare future members 

of the social order in a medium in which the 

conditions of the social spirit are eminently wanting 

(Dworkin, 1959, p. 39). 

  

The previous quote from Dewey resonates with me as one 

hundred twelve years later, I see schools ill preparing 

students to work in a common spirit – and sadly, fewer 

teacher groups provide models working towards such a social 

spirit.  The wonderings chronicled in this dissertation 
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stem from experiences I have had with teachers like Maya, 

experiences in a common spirit that come from what Dewey 

refers to as “interchange of thought and unity of 

sympathetic feeling” (Dewey, 1899). 

  I will borrow from Ted Aoki and use examples from my 

own “curriculum of life” (1990) to weave a narrative of 

slowly connecting “ah ha” critical incidents and 

relationships into my emerging personal understanding of a 

coaching and facilitating process.  Using the planning, 

blueprinting, and modeling of my own learning about 

elements of design, examined through the lens of the 

teacher knowledge communities from Craig (1995), personal 

practical knowledge from Connelly and Clandinin (1997), 

personal knowledge landscape borrowed from Craig (2003) and 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990), and build upon Schwab‟s 

„practical‟ (1969), I will attempt to create a modeler‟s 

metaphor for the experiential learning described by Dewey 

(1938) and refined by his followers.  

The building of scale models is somewhat akin to what 

Maxine Greene would describe as “Seeing small to see Big” 

(1995). As the son and grandson of model railroaders, I 

became fascinated by exactness and precision that 

characterized the hobby of scale miniature train engines, 

cars, and buildings collected and built by my father (see 
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photo 1). My Dad lavished time and detail as he crafted the 

small, exact replicas of the trains which were his passion.  

Although I did not share his passion for trains, I did 

“catch the modeling” fever and spent much time collecting 

“Hot Wheels,”  building 1/24
th
 scale model cars, and 

creating my own cardboard cities on the train set my father 

built for me.  With increasing practice, I was able to put 

down the ruler and Exacto knives of the modeler and with 

just scissors, glue, and materials craft precision scale 

models by “eyeballing it.”  My father‟s trains became part 

of the backdrop to my passion for miniature landscapes of 

houses and cars (see photo 1). 

 

 

   Photo 1: Scale model of farmhouse and barn by Frank Martindell, Jr. 
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The tools are gathered, the scale drawings are 

studied, and the recreation started.  Building on Dewey‟s 

notion of continuity I realize that as I grew older, the 

passion for building models was replaced by growing 

capacity to capture designs on paper.  One of the high 

points of my middle school‟s curriculum was the mandatory 

drafting class which introduced me to precision drawing.  

The exacting standards of measurement, line, and labeling - 

at times excruciatingly precise - always preceded 

practical, creative assignments such as designing houses.  

Although I remember few specifics of the drafting 

coursework, I see how this experience served to connect my 

practical understanding of scale and artistic composition 

to the next phase in learning the aesthetics of design – 

these courses answered my questions of relevancy – with 

their authentic application to the world outside the 

classroom.  

The metaphoric tale now fast forwards to my sophomore 

and junior years at Middletown High School, a large 

comprehensive high school in a small steel town in 

southwestern Ohio.  The mid-1970s brought an expanded 

curriculum which offered me a plethora of elective choices 

in the performing and fine arts, as well as extensive 

course offerings in the core content areas.  Teachers, Ron 
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Fetzer and Jim Butch, masterfully crafted a theatre 

curriculum that offered instruction in all aspects of the 

performing and dramatic arts in a program that produced two 

to three full length plays, two musicals, and an evening of 

student directed one-act plays yearly.  What captured my 

interest was Mr. Fetzer‟s stagecraft class, a rigorous 

course in technical theatre.  As a student I learned about 

the history of classical theatre, the elements of 

theatrical design, as well as the actual designing, 

building, and lighting of the stage sets for the school‟s 

extensive productions.  A culminating project for the 

stagecraft course involved the drafted plans and scale 

model for a stage production.  Borrowing again from Dewey‟s 

notion of temporality, I recall reflecting on my high 

school learning from three distinct vantage points.   I 

recall the rapt attention I paid to Mr. Fetzer‟s class 

discussions and the high expectations for the work I would 

produce in the scale drawings and models of my designs.  

Several years later, as a college junior, I again was a 

technical theatre student with the same text, similar – yet 

not as extensive assignments, and experiences.  Six years 

ago, I reestablished contact with now Dr. Fetzer and we 

have discussed, through storying and restorying, the 

experiences from that long ago class, much like the “growth 
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and transformation” of the narrative described by Clandinin 

and Connelly (2000). 

Need for the Inquiry 

Reflecting back on my educational journey, I realize 

that the most powerful educational experiences came not 

necessarily from direct instruction, but when teachers, 

such as my father and Ron Fetzer, facilitated, modeled and 

coached my learning.  And therein, lies my dissertation 

research:  What role does coaching in a teacher knowledge 

community play in the formation of reflective practice?  

How were the members of specific teacher knowledge 

communities affected by critical incidents and 

relationships?   

The Eaker, DuFour, and DuFour Professional Learning 

Community literature offers strategies for structural 

changes, as well as the need to alter belief systems.  In 

chapter one, Eaker states: 

The culture of a professional learning community is 

characterized, in part, by collaborative teams whose 

members work interdependently to achieve common goals.  

Special attention must be paid to the 

“interdependence” and “common goals” if we are going 

to have high-quality collaboration and truly effective 

teams (Eaker, DuFour, & DuFour, 2002, p. 11). 
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The authors further state: 

We recognize that we have not presented a specific, 

step-by-step process for making that transition to a 

professional learning community…the path to becoming a 

professional learning community is non-linear and 

there is no “one right way” to proceed.  We do 

believe, however, that the basic themes woven 

throughout the book provide practitioners with the 

conceptual framework to guide their journey (Eaker, 

DuFour, & DuFour, 2002, p. 111). 

 Another approach to professional learning communities 

promoted by Doug Reeves and the Center for Leadership and 

Learning, the Data Team process, borrows heavily from the 

DuFour PLC model and emphasizes the examination of data to 

improve student results, teaching strategies, and school 

leadership. The six step Data Teams Process involves the 

use of data, the development and setting of SMART goals 

(Conzemius & O‟Neill, 2005), and the constant monitoring 

and evaluating of student results (Reeves, 2010).  This 

approach promotes the notion that teachers must become 

highly skilled in the creation and use of common planning 
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and common assessments and that assessment data must be 

shared between and amongst data team members.  

 

In contrast to the Dufour and Lead and Learn 

methodology for teacher collaboration, Craig conceptualizes 

teacher knowledge communities (KCs) as: 

Safe, storytelling places where educators narrate the 

rawness of their experiences, negotiate meaning, and 

authorize their own and others‟ interpretations of 

situations.  They take shape around commonplaces of 

experience (Lane, 1988) as opposed to around 

bureaucratic and hierarchical relations that declare 

who knows, what should be known, and what constitutes 

“good teaching” and “good schools” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1996).  Such knowledge communities can be 

both found and created (Craig & Olson, 2002). 

Craig‟s conceptualization of the construction of 

teacher knowledge as developed in community harkens back to 

the earlier theories of Dewey (1938), Schwab (1969), 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990), Clandinin and Connelly 

(1996). She theorized that KCs provide the space and 

opportunity for teachers to gain perspectives “impossible 

to achieve through individual reflections” (Craig, 2007, p. 

621).  KCs allowed teachers to have conversations about 
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individual practice which were safe and transparent.  The 

KCs fostered teachers‟ ways to legitimate their individual 

and collective teacher knowledge and narrative authority 

(Olson, 1995) embodied in their KCs and encompassing their 

classroom situations.  

 Parallel conceptually to KCs and first practiced 

around a kitchen table in the Northeast, the Critical 

Friends Group approach, scaffolded for fostering teacher 

knowledge communities, “is best achieved through providing 

deliberate time and structures to promote adult growth that 

is directly linked to student learning” 

(www.nsrfharmony.org).  At the heart critical friends group 

practice is a simple idea - teachers need time, protocols 

for having difficult - but necessary conversations, and 

structure built into their schedules to promote 

professional growth that is directly linked to student 

learning. The group members work together to develop 

collaboration skills, reflect on their individual and 

collective teaching practices and examine student work. 

Critical friends groups provide an avenue for teachers and 

administrators to collaborate to deepen their knowledge of 

academic subject matter, examine their teaching practices 

and consider issues of whole-school change.  
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With as much emphasis as has been placed on the 

Professional Learning Community, Data Teams, and Critical 

Friends Group approach, there is little research on how the 

three models interface and can be successfully co-

implemented even though the three models often exist on a 

single campus or within a school district.  The 

professional learning community model is conceptual, the 

Data Teams model is formulaic and concrete, and the 

Critical Friends Group model more process-based.  Thus, 

there exists a critical need to examine the interplay 

between and possible intersection of the three models 

within the context of teacher knowledge communities. 

 

Rationale for the Study 

 With the current emphasis on professional learning 

communities that exists in the Houston area school 

districts, there is a need to assess current collaborative 

practices and structures, specifically the fostering of 

teacher knowledge communities through Critical Friends 

Group or coaching methodology to look for commonalities, 

areas of alignment of complementary practice and 

implementation, and to avoid conflicting agendas.  To date, 

the HAC has trained more than one thousand educators in the 

Critical Friends Group approach and invested considerable 
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financial and human capital in this model for 

collaboration.  Therefore, there is a need to examine 

alternative narratives to the grand narrative (Lyotard, 

1979) which might shed light on the nuances of reflective 

practice fostered through teacher knowledge communities.  

More studies must be conducted to gain better understanding 

of the use of peer coaching, critical relationships, and 

critical incidents which influence teacher knowledge 

communities.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this narrative inquiry is to uncover 

the characteristics of peer coaching and investigate the 

possible influence of critical relationships and critical 

incidents in specific teacher knowledge communities all 

situated within and impacted by alternative models of 

professional learning communities.  The proposed study will 

address the following research questions:  What role does 

coaching in a knowledge community play in the formation of 

reflective practice? How do critical incidents and 

relationships influence the members of a knowledge 

community?   
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Significance of the Study 

To date the HAC has trained many Houston area 

educators in critical friends group methodology.  In the 

spring of 2005, the Houston Independent School District 

adopted the Eaker, DuFour, and DuFour model of professional 

learning communities district-wide.  Simultaneously, the 

IISD and neighboring school districts practice the “Lead 

and Learn” data teams methodology which incorporates 

performance coaching methodology. Given his long term 

involvement in the initial training and subsequent follow 

up of many of the Houston region‟s CFG coaches, the 

researcher wishes to examine the three knowledge 

communities being studied as a means of “looking small” 

with hopes of “seeing big” (Greene, 1995). 

 

Summary 

The researcher wishes to examine the influence of 

coaching methodology in teacher knowledge communities that 

are often situated within the Eaker, DuFour, and DuFour 

model of PLCs, or the Leadership and Learning Center model 

of Data Teams. The PLC and Data Teams models are conceptual 

or scripted and the teacher knowledge communities and 

Critical Friends Group model are more organic and process-

based.  Thus, there exists a critical need to examine the 
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influence of teacher knowledge communities on existing 

professional learning community models.  In chapter two, 

the researcher will review the literature on the Eaker, 

DuFour, and DuFour, and Lead and Learn models of 

professional learning communities, the critical friends 

group model, and the research on teacher knowledge 

communities, as well as current literature on peer coaching 

methodology.  In chapter three, the researcher will discuss 

the participants, narrative inquiry approach, and the 

methodology of the proposed study. 
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CHAPTER 2:  A Review of the Literature 

 

Introduction 

Scale modelers recreate favorite cars and landscapes; 

set designers and architects use scale models to assist 

clients see the end product prior to building full scale.  

As a child, I built townscapes of imaginary communities; as 

a pre-teen, I built hundreds of 1/25
th
 scale models of the 

newest cars to hit the streets (see photo 2); and, as a 

teenager, I built scale mock ups of the designs I created 

in theatrical stagecraft class.     

 

Photo 2: 1/24th Scale Model kit. 
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Just as a model builder looks at the world and 

recreates – albeit in a smaller version, the narrative 

inquirer looks at the world for the universal stories told, 

zooms in to understand the details, then restories for 

other practitioners.  With this metaphor in mind, as a 

modeler – narrative inquirer – I seek to illuminate through 

retorying the influences of coaching methodology, critical 

incidents, and critical relationships. 

The experiences of the members of the three teacher 

groups studied and chronicled in this dissertation - the 

Portfolio Group, the HISD literacy coaching project, and 

the IISD secondary English Language Arts (ELA) helping 

teachers - occurred over the span of the last fifteen years 

and typify the threads of ongoing school reform in the 

Houston region.  Though differing in focus, each group 

collectively uses and creates new knowledge, and thus, may 

be considered a teacher knowledge community (KC) as defined 

by Craig (1995, 2009).  Each of the KCs highlighted by this 

dissertation experiences some level of coaching as part of 

its function, either through explicit use of CFG protocols 

and practices or through the use of strategic questions 

posed for the purpose of individual and collective 

reflection.  This literature review, like the KC 

experiences it spotlights, has been lived, co-constructed, 
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and reflected upon within the lived experiences of the KCs 

studied.  The discovery of the literature reviewed, 

coincidentally, often occurs in the midst of the KC work, 

or as a facet of the group‟s reflection, which is 

reflective of the narrative inquiry research process that I 

describe later in Chapter 3.   

The literature review in this dissertation seeks to 

uncover, and build upon existing research in the areas of: 

professional learning communities (PLC) and data teams, 

teacher knowledge communities (KC), and critical friends 

groups (CFG) – while examining the influence of coaching 

methodology on the three specific teacher groups under 

study.  The literature review in this chapter will be 

three-fold:  The first section provides a review of the 

theoretical underpinnings of professional learning 

communities, data teams, and critical friends groups; the 

second section provides an overview of teacher knowledge 

communities and coaching theory; and the third locates the 

study in the field of narrative inquiry with analysis 

techniques influenced by ethnographic research practices.  

The purpose of this narrative inquiry is to uncover the 

characteristics of peer coaching and investigate the 

possible influence of critical relationships and critical 

incidents in specific teacher knowledge communities all 
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situated within, and impacted by, alternative models of 

professional learning communities as broadly understood. 

 

Situating the Work within Reform Literature 

The theoretical and practical knowledge pillars that 

frame my understanding of school reform come from the 

Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University, 

the National School Reform Faculty, the School Reform 

Initiative, and the Change Leadership Group at Harvard 

University (2005), as well as from my previous work as a 

program coordinator for the Houston A+ Challenge (HAC) and 

my current work as a curriculum coordinator in the Imperial 

Independent School District (IISD).   I see in these arenas 

of school reform the footprints of John Dewey and those who 

followed. Unfortunately, I also see the boot prints of 

Edward Thorndike in the mandated culture of assessments 

that so permeate the local, state, and national curriculum 

and manifested in the test prep industry that has emerged 

in the last decade, the increasing lack of teacher autonomy 

in curriculum decisions, and increased call for “value 

added” teacher evaluations based primarily on student 

assessment scores.  

Dewey describes the clash between the traditional view 

of education - as a set of cultural norms or standards to 
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be passed from generation and imposed upon children by 

adults – and the progressive view – that of the intimate 

relationship between the process of actual experience and 

education (1938, p. 20).  He conceptualized qualities of 

experience - continuity: that our ideas about the past, 

combined with our experience of the present, and our dreams 

for the future provide capacity to learn in social 

situations; and temporality: the ability to view experience 

from various points over time; as well as advocated for a 

practical knowledge as an ongoing sense of knowing that 

came from experience rather than from outside experts 

(1938, p. 40).  Dewey believed that all experience was 

based within personal and social contexts and that 

education should be so situated as well. 

In discussing the history of educational reform in the 

United States, Michael Fullan sets forth a timeline that 

chronicles crucial events starting with the Dewey/Thorndike 

debates over the nature of curriculum and pedagogy in the 

1920s, touches upon the “large-scale national curriculum 

reform” initiatives that followed the launching of Sputnik 

in the 1950‟s, captures the beginning of the accountability 

and testing era that began in the 1980s, and leads the 

reader to the current focus on standardized testing 

(Fullan, 2001).  
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 During a debate with an unnamed foe at an Educational 

Testing Services (ETS) Conference in 1950, Joseph Schwab 

countered the prevailing notion that curriculum theory was 

owned by the academy and doled out to teachers when he 

“advocated for teachers conversing with one another through 

„pooling [their] diversities of experience and insight‟” 

(Craig, 2007, 2009, 2012).  Prevailing thought was that 

teachers who met in groups did little more than pool their 

ignorance.  In contrast, Schwab – building upon Dewey‟s 

earlier notions of practical knowing, developed the 

practical, principles by which curriculum and its 

implementation could be reconceptualized. Teachers no 

longer were relegated to the technical rationalist 

prescribed role of curriculum implementer, but were also 

capable of curriculum making. In addition to his views on 

curriculum theory and implementation, Schwab broke with the 

traditional that research be left to the academy to perform 

on schools.  He proposed that construction of knowledge was 

a balance of theory and experience.  He conceptualized four 

commonplaces of curriculum that involved teachers, 

students, subject matter, and school/community mileau 

(Gray, 2008).   

Fullan, as well as Wagner and Kegan (2006), argue for 

systems thinking at the individual as well as the 
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organizational level.  For schools to transform 

organizational and teacher practice Wagner and Kegan 

advocate for the formation of communities of practice 

(Wenger, 2002; Wagner and Kegan, 2006).  Craig describes 

the interaction of teacher experience and stories from 

teachers within knowledge communities first in her work 

with new teachers (1995), then uses a constellation 

metaphor to describe “unique combinations of narratives 

lived and told at particular junctures in time” within 

knowledge communities of experienced teachers (2007, p. 

177).    

In 1984, the Coalition of Essential Schools (CES) was 

founded based on the research of Ted Sizer 

(www.essentialschools.org, 2011). Closely aligned with the 

Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University, 

Project Zero at Harvard, and Yale University‟s School 

Development Project, CES pioneered public “Exhibition” of 

student work, CFGs, and smaller student-teacher ratios. CES 

schools adhere to nine common principles based on a vision 

steeped in democratic ideals: 

We envision an educational system that equips all 

students with the intellectual, emotional, and social 

habits and skills to become powerful and informed 

citizens who contribute actively toward a democratic 
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and equitable society. Acknowledging that no two 

schools are or should be alike, we envision schools 

that necessarily differ from each other in size, 

scope, and programmatic emphasis while sharing common 

principles, practices, and the hallmarks of powerful 

learning communities within and among each other. 

Finally, we envision that these schools positively 

influence the conditions in which all schools operate, 

serving as examples of and advocates for education 

policy that supports meaningful teaching and learning 

that allows all students to use their minds well in 

school and throughout their lives  

(www.essentialschools.org, 2011). 

In the mid 1990s, Breaking Ranks: Changing an American 

Institution, a report released by the National Association 

of Secondary School Principals (1996) suggested that there 

is a need for reform of professional development, given the 

need for school improvement.  The report stated: 

Not all teachers have the preparation they need to 

undertake the initiatives proposed for school 

improvement. The peril that inadequate staff 

development poses for school reform was noted by the 

Consortium for Policy Research in Education: “We saw 

little by way of staff development that appeared up to 

http://www.essentialschools.org/items/23
http://www.essentialschools.org/items/23
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the challenges ahead.  Most staff development we found 

was fragmented and piecemeal, identified and delivered 

by persons distant from the classroom, and with 

little, if any explicit connection to strengthening 

academic instruction” (p. 64). 

Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1995) offer, “The 

vision of practice that underlies the nation‟s reform 

agenda requires most teachers to rethink their own 

practice, to construct new classroom roles and expectations 

about student outcomes, and to teach in ways they have 

never taught before.”   

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 2001 

(NCLB) focused its legislation on issues of student 

achievement, school accountability, and school reform with 

the stipulation which “requires school system grantees 

receiving federal funding to provide support for school 

activities that foster comprehensive school reform” (Title 

I, Part F, Sections 1606 and 1608).  This legislation 

specifically targets improved student achievement through 

initiatives that: develop school reform models, engage 

teachers and school leaders in reform efforts, and promote 

on-going professional development to develop capacity 

(NCLB, 2002). 
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Situating the Work Within the Current Reform 

Literature 

Due to its location as the alleged birthplace of NCLB, 

many schools and districts in the Houston region provided 

ample workspace to implement various models of professional 

development, as well as typified the critiques leveled 

against NCLB.  Public engagement, university and civic 

partnerships allowed reform initiatives to bubble up and 

flourish (Reyes & Phillips, 2001).  This educationally 

engaged community of Houston fostered the movement towards 

site-based PLCs as described by Schmoker (2006), Dufour 

(1998), and Reeves (2010).  The move towards 

decentralization was most notable in the HISD which moved 

most professional development and budgeting decisions to 

the site-level in the late 1990s. 

In the current educational climate of accountability 

and school reform, the use of “scientifically-based” 

research as a means of improving teacher practice and 

student achievement is foremost in the public discourse. 

There seem to be differing camps with regards to the 

origins and ownership of curriculum, teacher knowledge, and 

the questions teachers research on educational practice.  

Provisions of NCLB call for “highly qualified” teachers, 
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effective and aligned curriculum standards, and rigorous 

assessment practices. 

 

Situating the Work within the Professional Learning 

Community Literature 

Into this arena of change entered Richard DuFour, 

Ed.D., Superintendent of Lincolnshire, Illinois‟ Adlai 

Stevenson High School.  DuFour outlined a series of 

questions that provided scaffolding for school faculties as 

they looked to improve their collective practice (1998).  

DuFour advocated for the creation of a school-wide system 

of interventions that provide all students with additional 

time and support to ensure that individually they receive 

the assistance necessary for success. 

DuFour provided a conceptual framework to educators 

working on professional learning communities in their 

schools (2006).  The authors state: 

School leaders cannot passively wait for substantive 

change to “bubble up.”  They must understand that deep 

reform will require support and pressure.  There is a 

tendency in education to regard support as inherently 

positive and pressure as intrinsically 

negative…Effective leaders at both the district and 

building level must be willing to exert top-down 
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pressure when needed.  They will embrace the advice of 

Robert Evans (1996): “Bottom-up as possible, top-down 

as necessary” (p. 191). 

The authors argue that “the most promising strategy 

for substantive school improvement is developing the 

capacity of school personnel to function as a professional 

learning community” (Eaker, 2002, p. 1).   The authors 

discuss structural changes that schools must go through in 

order to focus on student learning (see figure 2 below). 

 

Figure 2:  PLC conceptual framework (DuFour et al., 2006) 

With the help of local non-profits, Houston area 

school districts rapidly jumped onto the PLC bandwagon.  

The Houston Independent School District State of the 

Schools Annual Report for 2006 stated that: 

Professional learning communities think differently 

about schools as organizations.  Committed to 
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improving schools by changing the ways the people in 

them think and act, they move from the “industrial 

model” traditionally associated with schools to one 

that more closely resembles a cohesive community of 

like-minded individuals who share a common vision and 

work cooperatively to achieve it…Houston Independent 

School District has taken significant steps to 

implement professional learning communities….(and 

conducted) seminars and networking sessions designed 

to give administrators the tools needed to create 

professional learning communities throughout the 

district  (Houston Independent School District, 2007, 

p. 9).   

In addition to Houston Independent School District 

professional learning community work, many schools in 

neighboring districts structure allocated time within 

school schedules for professional learning community 

meetings.  The PLC model is based on the notion that: 

Engaging staff members in a dialogue to reaffirm their 

mission can be an important step in the improvement 

process, but transforming schools also requires that 

educators become clear about the vision, values, and 

goals that drive the daily workings of the school 

(DuFour et al., 2006, p. 23). 
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This view of PLCs - championed by education reformers, 

Eaker and DuFour, and researcher, Robert Marzano - with the 

teacher as curriculum implementer orientation (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1992; Craig & Ross, 2008), provides structured 

processes based on the predetermined questions teachers 

should be asking about their practice (Dufour, & Eaker 

1998; Eaker, Dufour, & Dufour, R. 2002; Dufour, Dufour, 

Eaker, & Karhanek 2007; Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock 

2001). The proper implementation of this PLC work 

presupposes three questions teachers should ask to improve 

practice.  “What do we want our students to know? How will 

we know they know it? and What will we do if they don‟t?” 

(Eaker, Dufour, & Dufour, 2002). These simple questions, 

based in technical rationalist thought (Schon, 1983), 

populate one edge of professional development, yet are in 

vogue in many school systems today.  DuFour (2004) cautions 

the reader that “all combinations of individuals with any 

interest in schools are now calling themselves professional 

learning communities” (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2006) and 

that to be true PLCs the groups must be grounded in two 

assumptions:  PLCs are situated in the day-to-day 

experiences of teachers and require reflection; and active 

engagement in PLCs will increase teacher professional 

knowledge and enhance student achievement. 
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Newman and Associates (1996) describe five 

characteristics of PLCs which include:  shared values and 

norms in terms of collective “views about children and 

children‟s ability to learn, school priorities, and the 

role of parents, teachers, and administrators” (p. 181), 

clear and consistent focus on student learning (p. 182), 

reflective practices that are extensive and continuing, 

making teacher practice public, and a focus on 

collaboration. (Newman et al., 1996). 

Critics of the PLC camp would argue that reform should 

value the prior knowledge and nuances of context that 

teachers bring to the classroom (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) 

through the fostering of classroom level teacher inquiry 

(McCutcheon & Jung, 1990). The World Educational Links 

program at Keene State College in New Hampshire bases 

teacher inquiry on a series of questions designed to make 

the interns examine and self-reflect on “their own position 

within the cultural-political-educational status quo.”  As 

researchers they grapple with the questions of: “Are you 

here because you want to make the world politically and 

economically more equitable? Will you make your teaching a 

tool for such social change, or a force for the status quo? 

Is it your job to help your students feel empowered to 

identify and address issues of social inequity? and Is 
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teaching a fundamentally political act?” (Reed & Black, 

2006).  By contrast to the PLC model, Eilers (2006) uses 

the following question as what she calls a mirror-test 

where the practitioner asks: “Was this new strategy more, 

less or equally effective when compared to regular 

classroom instruction?”  (p. 17).  Yendol-Hoppey and Dana 

argue that PLCs focused on teacher action research offer an 

alternative to the traditional “sit and get” staff 

development if “teachers interested in constructing 

knowledge of practice receive support as they 

collaboratively inquire with colleagues about how their own 

teaching practices might inhibit the learning that takes 

place in their schools and classrooms” (2009, p. 56). 

The Lead and Learn Center Data Teams approach, a more 

centrist camp, harkens back to researchers such as Lee 

Schulman (2005) and recognizes the uniqueness of each 

classroom context and views inquiry as arising from the 

intersection of standardized classroom pedagogy and common 

assessment and the classroom context unique to each 

teacher. Proposed by Douglas Reeves, data teams build upon 

earlier PLC notions and added a ten step review data review 

process to continually implement these four tenets (see 

Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Lead and Learn Data Teams Flow Chart (The Center for 

Leadership and Learning, 2010a) 

 

The data teams approach seeks to close the 

implementation gap through the adoption of four key tenets:  

Create short-term wins; Recognize effective practices 

simply and clearly throughout the year; Emphasize 

effectiveness, not popularity; and, Make the case for 

change compelling, and associate it with moral imperatives 

rather than compliance with external authority (Reeves 

2008, p. 23-25). 

The data team position on teacher inquiry frames 

questions around standards of practice and curriculum as 

played out within the individual classroom or school. Data 

teams are encouraged to make their work public through 
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displays of student work and comparative data from common 

assessments.   

Situating the Work within the Teacher Knowledge 

Community Literature 

The third camp, knowledge communities (KC) take the 

stance of teacher as researcher, inquiry based classroom 

practice and with the narrative authority, the nature of 

teaching (Dewey, 1916; Schwab, 1969; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

1990; Gallego, Hollingsworth, & Whitenack, 2001; Olson & 

Craig, 2001; Lyons & LaBoskey, 2002), “involves the 

instantiation, the reflection, and the action on what is 

known in a given situation and setting” and sees teachers 

as producers of knowledge, not just consumers (Gallego, 

Hollingsworth, & Whitenack 2001, p. 246).  KCs are teacher 

practitioner driven with a focus on teacher practice and 

are not mandated by administration.  Craig discusses nine 

qualities of KCs that distinguish these groups from other 

teacher groups: 

 KCs begin with originating events; 

 KCs enable teachers‟ intra/inter-school dialogue; 

 KCs allow teachers‟ experiences to resonate with 

one another;  

 KCs evolve and change; 
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 KCs cohere around teachers‟ storying/restorying 

of experience;  

 KCs fuel ongoing reflection in community;  

 KCs develop shared ways of knowing;  

 KCs feature reciprocity of members‟ responses; 

and 

 KCs bring moral horizons into view (Craig, 2007, 

p. 621). 

Common to the KCs studied is a presupposition towards 

teacher research based within and upon the professional 

knowledge landscapes of each participant.  For example, the 

Portfolio Group worked towards an understanding of co-

construction of knowledge and group reflection; the 

literacy coaches fostered on-demand literacy professional 

development practices; and the IISD helping teachers are 

currently working on conceptualizing year long student 

inquiry frameworks and developing their individual peer 

coaching identities. 

Teacher research is defined as systematic, intentional 

inquiry by teachers which is fundamentally social and 

constructive and makes accessible the expertise of 

teachers. The agency of KSs stems from the belief in 

teacher as curriculum maker (Clandinin & Connelly, 1992) 
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rather than teacher as curriculum implementer (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1995).  Key to KC is teacher research which is 

often “outside or on the edge of school systems” and must 

be supported by networks for on-going collaboration 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle 1990, p. 99).  

Clandinin and Connelly (1995) provide the professional 

knowledge landscape, the context – the space, time, and 

place – where teacher knowledge is created and shared.  

Craig adds “a third conceptualization, 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 

(2004, p. 397). 

Craig (2009) explores the influence of “state-directed 

national reform” on the personal narratives and reform 

stories of teachers within the story of reforming and 

shifting professional knowledge landscapes (p. 601).  She 

delineates the difference between KCs and PLCs as the first 

being “fueled by a practical view of knowledge” and the 

latter “driven by a formal view of knowledge” (p. 603).  In 

essence, the KCs embody Schwab‟s (1969) notion of teacher 

as curriculum-maker and the PLCs are manifestations of 

Schön‟s (1983) technical rationalist (see figure 4). 
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KCs PLCs 

Organically Lived Administratively 

introduced 

Can be found or made Expected to be 

present 

Commonplaces of 

experience 

Focus on learning 

rather than teaching 

Relational among 

individuals and 

across groups; 

collaborations emerge 

Collaboration is 

anticipated at the 

outset 

May exist within 

members of various 

groups; also occur 

between teachers who 

interact for their 

own purposes 

Any visible group 

within a 

school/organization 

Accounts of practice Accountable for 

results 

Fueled by a Practical 

View of Knowledge 

Driven by a Formal 

View of Knowledge 

  

Figure 4.  Craig‟s differentiation between KCs and PLCs (2009). 

This view of teacher inquiry seeks to bridge the gap 

between the academy and the practitioner by asserting that 

“professional education is about developing pedagogies to 

link ideas, practices, and values under conditions of 

inherent uncertainty that necessitate not only judgment in 

order to act, but also cognizance of the consequences of 

one's action. In the presence of uncertainty, one is 

obligated to learn from experience” (Shulman, 2005, p. 81).  

In a speech delivered to the Math Science Partnerships 

Workshop in Irvine, California, Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching President, Lee Schulman (2005) 
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defines “signature pedagogies of professions” as bridges to 

“transform knowledge attained to knowledge-in-use, and to 

create the basis for new kinds of understanding that can 

only be realized experientially and reflectively” (p. 20). 

This approach to teacher preparation and teacher inquiry, 

similar to the apprenticeship model in the professions of 

law and medicine, relies on set pedagological content and 

case study methodology to train neophyte teachers “to 

understand, to act, and to be integrated into a complex of 

knowing, doing, and being” (p. 4). 

Professional knowledge is advanced through models for 

developing the technical skills for teacher and 

collaborative research (Schoen, 2007).  Using case-study 

methodology to work collaboratively in curriculum redesign, 

Dymond et al. (2006) utilize questions which centered 

around five core curricular concepts (p. 296).  

Hollingsworth (1989) asks the questions: “What should new 

teachers learn? What knowledge of teaching is prerequisite 

to subsequent learning? and What conditions exist within a 

given program to foster such learning contexts, and how can 

they be extended to reach more than a few pre-service 

teachers?” (p. 162). Blumenreich and Falk (2006) are guided 

in their inquiry by the question, “how can inquiry research 

help teacher candidates from urban schools construct 
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knowledge and engage in critical thinking and problem-

solving?” (p. 866).  In a similar study, Kessen and Traugh 

(2006) discuss the influences of the technical rational 

paradigm which causes beginning inquirers to frame 

questions as “instrumental questions” and the process of 

moving novice researchers towards questions “oriented 

toward understanding.”  In other words, moving from 

questions such as “how can I get the children to learn this 

material” to “how can I better understand the essence of my 

students‟ behavior?” (p. 1870). 

 

Situating the Work within the Peer Coaching Literature 

Cognitive coaching appears first at the intersection 

of curriculum and cognition in work of Costa and Garmston 

(1994).  The authors define coaching as “to convey a valued 

colleague from where he or she is to where he or she wants 

to be.” The cognitive coaching approach holds three 

organizational goals:  the establishment and maintenance of 

trust; the facilitation of mutual learning; and the growth 

towards “holonomy” – “individuals acting autonomously while 

simultaneously acting interdependently with the group”.  

(p. 3).  The process involves a preconference, classroom 

observation, and a follow up reflective conference.  Costa 

and Garmston emphasized the use of specific coaching 
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language and questioning techniques.  Ellison and Hayes 

further developed the cognitive coaching model to include 

sytems thinking and protocols for organizational change 

(2003).  Costa and Garmston expand the goal of cognitive 

coaching to fostering a sense of wholeness which manifests 

through holonomy as five states of mind including:  

Efficacy – (borrowed from Bandura) the mastery of knowledge 

and skills attainable through long hours of arduous work, 

Flexibility – the ability to adapt to changes in classroom 

and school context,  Craftmanship – the ability to refine 

and improve one‟s work, Consiousness – the representation 

and evaluation of information inside and outside oneself in 

order to further act upon it, and Interdependence – the 

synthesis of reciprocity, belonging and connectiveness (p. 

139). 

Hargrove (1995) defines “masterful coaching as a 

journey, not a destination” (p. 16) and situates the coach 

as a teacher “in the Impossible Future people are committed 

to” and encouraging them “to act boldly in the present” (p. 

25).  Hargrove presents guiding principles which move 

organizations and individuals to reinvent themselves.  This 

approach focuses heavily on methods and semantics of 

dialogue versus discussion. 
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Renewal coaching (Allison, 2009) proposes a coaching 

multidimensional “framework for helping people and 

organizations achieve sustainable change in the pursuit of 

the greater good” (p. 7) and blends the personal and 

organizational interests. Renewal, the goal, gives 

individuals the energy to sustain focus and passion over 

time.  “Coaches are not cheerleaders who pump us up by 

telling us they know we can do it.  They are, instead, 

colleagues who help us to see what we need to do and help 

us figure out how to do it and do it well” (Sergiovanni, 

2006, p. 307). 

The use of instructional coaches as on-site, on-demand 

professional developers has been gaining momentum.  As part 

of the structural changes funded by the $60-million Schools 

for a New Society initiative, cadres of literacy coaches 

worked closely with teachers and students in Houston and 

Boston (Carnegie Corp, 2005).  Neufeld and Roper (2003) 

differentiate between content coaching – focused on 

improving teachers‟ instructional practice and 

effectiveness, and change coaches – who support “whole-

school organizational improvement” (2003, p.4).  Neufeld 

and Roper discuss the systems for training, supporting, and 

recruiting coaches, as well as conditions necessary for 

successful coaching.  Boreen, Johnson, Niday, and Potts 
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apply coaching methodology to the support and mentoring of 

new teachers (2000).  Kise (2006) presents a differentiated 

framework for helping teachers change practice.  Cheliotes 

and Reilly (2010), and Patterson (2002) outlines critical, 

strategic coaching conversations.  Kegan and Lahey (2001) 

discuss the importance of semantic intention in coaching 

approaches. 

Closely related to coaching methodology, facilitation 

skills are strategically deployed by masterful coaches.  

Putz (2002), as well as Justice and Jamieson (2006), guide 

coaching practitioners through strategic facilitation 

methods for a variety of situations.  Stephenson and 

Thibault (2006) advocate the use of humor to foster 

coaching and collaboration efforts. 

 

Situating the Work within the Critical Friends Groups 

Literature 

The National School Reform Faculty was formed in 1995 

at Brown University.  In the journal, Educational Horizons 

(2005), Daniel Baron, co-executive director of the National 

School Reform Faculty describes critical friends groups as: 

A small group of teachers at a school who have made a 

commitment to support each other‟s learning by meeting 

once or twice a month, typically for two to two and a 
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half hours, to make their work public to each other.  

The notion is that teaching has become a very isolated 

profession and in a sense teachers end up outside the 

life of a professional community where practitioners 

make their work public to their peers for the purposes 

of getting feedback on that work in order to adapt 

their work to better meet the needs of the learner (p. 

18). 

The notion of critical friendship first appears in the 

literature in 1973 as part of the Ford Teaching Project.  

“Initially, the concept was used to mean a stance of double 

vision, to express a combination of empathy and critical 

distance among teachers in developing inquiry in their own 

classrooms” (Ávila De Lima, 2001, p. 114).  These first 

critical friends were “someone from outside the school” and 

served a neutral evaluatory role (p. 115). In the 1980s 

McLauglin enters the literature with a model of teacher 

evaluation that stresses the importance of reflective 

practice (Stanley, 2001, p. 2).  McLauglin advocated for 

structured professional development that would allow 

colleagues to assist each as they collaboratively worked to 

improve their individual and collective practice (Stanley, 

p. 2).  In the spring of 1995 as part of the Citibank 

Fellows/Faculty, fifteen individuals mostly from the 
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Coallition of Essential Schools (Sizer) met to form the 

National School Reform Faculty (NSRF), an entity founded 

upon the belief that effective professional development 

should be within the context of teachers‟ daily practice 

(Stanley, p. 3).   

The initial CFGs operated under three assumptions:  

there is no hierarchy of expertise; teachers cannot improve 

their practice unless it is made public; and, collaboration 

produces better “new” knowledge than any individual in a 

group could produce on his own (Stanley, p. 4).  To focus 

the work of CFGs, protocols or structures were developed to 

drive the conversation and keep a laser sharp spotlight on 

students and teaching.  (See Appendices for sample 

protocols.) 

HAC, a Houston area non-profit educational 

intermediary, was the local center of activity for NSRF, 

then the School Reform Initiative (SRI) that provided CFG 

coach training.  CFG coach training originated with the 

Annenberg Institute for School Reform‟s work to design a 

different approach to professional development, one that 

would be focused on the practitioner and on defining what 

will improve student learning.  Thus, by design a CFG is a 

“bottom-up” PLC consisting of approximately eight to twelve 

educators who come together voluntarily at least once a 
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month for about two hours. Group members are committed to 

improving their practice through collaborative learning and 

teacher inquiry.   

CFG members build and practice these skills of 

professional community through regular meetings with a 

trained coach or facilitator. In their meetings, CFGs 

address issues that its members are experiencing in their 

classrooms such as  developing a commitment to mutual 

accountability and support, initiate skilled facilitation, 

and, finally with the intentional use of structures or 

protocols, the group shares their collective experience and 

expertise, offering new perspectives on the issues.  

Mutual accountability and support are essential 

elements of CFGs. While CFGs often spend time together 

reading challenging texts, looking at student work, and 

giving each other feedback, the expectation is that members 

will use the feedback to make changes in practice. CFGs are 

not discussion groups or book clubs. There is a shared 

expectation that members will use the ideas and insights to 

examine their beliefs about teaching, learning, and their 

students‟ abilities.  In the most effective CFGs, teachers 

not only talk about changes in practices, but also through 

teacher inquiry provide evidence of changes through the 

examination of student and teacher-generated work and 
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observation of those changes in their classrooms. Whether 

presenting their work or offering feedback, critical 

friends group members learn from the experience and apply 

that learning in their classrooms (see figure 5 below). 

 

Figure 5: Critical Friends Group Theory of Change 

 

Summary 

 In this chapter the researcher reviewed the literature 

on the Eaker, DuFour, and DuFour, and the Lead and Learn 

Center models of professional learning communities; the 

conceptual framework of KCs; the emergence of peer coaching 

methodology; and the NSRF and SRI CFG approach.  In chapter 

three, the researcher will discuss the narrative inquiry 

approach, introduce the individuals and groups being 

studied, situate himself in the narrative, and outline the 

methodology of the proposed study. 
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CHAPTER 3:  METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I discuss the narrative inquiry 

approach, introduce the individuals and groups being 

studied, position myself in the narrative, and outline the 

methodology of the proposed study. 

Artifacts of my Narrative Revisited 

Above the upper cabinets in my kitchen are reminders 

of my model building years.  One battered blue Tonka truck, 

the replica of a new car carrier, holds several scale 

models that I built around the year 1970 (see photo 3). If 

I knew then, what I know now, those model cars, crude in 

their execution, would have better captured the look of the 

original.  

 

Photo 3: 1/24th scale model cars 

The process of narrative inquiry – the broadening, 

burrowing, and restorying advocated by Clandinin and 
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Connelly (1990) affords me the opportunity to reach back 

into my earliest attempts at an inquiry stance.  In a 

discussion with researcher, Patrick Jenlink, I reflected-

in-action (Schön, 1983) on my journaling process: 

I‟m now writing my 16th journal since July 2000 and 

regret that I didn‟t start (keeping a journal) earlier 

in my practice.  I really go back into those older 

volumes and look at what I‟ve done in the past.  A lot 

of times, the notions about a student or about 

something that went on in the classroom may be brief, 

but I can go back two weeks, two months later, and 

there‟s a lot more than I realized when I initially 

wrote the entry (Martindell & Jenlink, 2002, p. 111). 

Rereading the entry brings back both stories – the story of 

my developing inquiry stance and the story of how I came to 

write my first academic journal article.  As I burrow 

deeper into my writing, I rediscover Sherman: 

I had a student, Sherman, several years ago when I 

first started to keep a journal, and I just took 

little side notes on things that were happening with 

this young man, and by the end of the year I had come 

to realize how much he had grown.  In addition, 

Sherman kept a journal in which we had a running 

dialogue.  It was through this “conversation” that I 



57 

came to know this wonderful student; what was 

happening in his life, his joys, and his struggles 

(Martindell & Jenlink, 2002, p. 111). 

Revisiting this journal article ten years later brings back 

strong, yet rose-colored memories of my middle school 

classroom and students like Sherman. 

 

Situating the Researcher in Multiple Contexts 

My own story as a teacher-researcher turned graduate 

student has its seeds in my first classroom at Wheatley 

High School in the 1980s.  In examining the scripted 

curriculum of the remedial reading class I taught, I often 

wondered “Why would the students want to read?  What would 

the students want to read?  What would compel them to read 

more?”  As a result, I somewhat randomly introduced 

authentic texts – magazines, newspapers, shop manuals – as 

a means of engaging my students.  At a very basic level, I 

had identified a need, researched, and provided an answer. 

However, I was left with lingering questions.  “Will this 

work again?  Why did or didn‟t Jose comprehend the text?  

What next?”  I was grappling with building a model without 

having either the complete skill set or the detailed 

construction plans.  Some metaphorically refer to this as 

“building an airplane while flying” (Samaras et al., 2007). 
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A decade later I had taken a teaching assignment in a 

newly “reopened” Hardy Academy, a 6
th
 through 8

th
 grade 

magnet school in a high poverty neighborhood on Houston‟s 

Northside.  While at Hardy I joined the Portfolio Group 

(Craig, 2007, Gray, 2008), began my graduate studies in 

curriculum, and actively engaged in research as a teacher. 

The focus of my emerging action research cohered around the 

use of dialectical journals, and the empowerment of student 

and teacher voice through writing workshop approach 

(Martindell, 2002).  As a teacher-researcher, I learned to 

move from curriculum implementer to curriculum maker 

(Schwab, 1969) through the reading/writing workshop 

approach I had embraced. 

In 2003, I joined the HAC as a program coordinator to 

spearhead the Houston ISD/Schools for a New Society 

literacy coach initiative. Heading this project afforded me 

the opportunity to “kit-bash” – a scale modeling term for 

taking parts from multiple kits in order to create a unique 

model – the training and implementation approach to be used 

by a cadre of thirty high school literacy coaches.  

Conceptualized from the onset to be a collaborative 

project, the literacy coach initiative built upon Schwab‟s 

(1969) notion of teacher (literacy coach) as curriculum-

maker and Schön‟s (1983) concept of teacher as reflective 
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practitioner.  Modeled upon and closely aligned with the 

constructivist philosophies of Dewey (1938), Vygotsky 

(1978), and the Abydos Writing Project – formerly the New 

Jersey Writing Project in Texas (Carroll & Wilson, 1993) – 

the weekly training sessions were also grounded in CFG 

coaching techniques.  Helena Athena, my HISD counterpart in 

this effort, and I developed a five-year, long-term 

coaching relationship and critical friendship (Martindell, 

2010).  My collaboration with Helena created the space for 

me to reflect on and refine my philosophical leadership 

stance and practice. 

Seeking a change, and wishing to reenter the public 

school system, I accepted the position of Coordinator of 

Secondary English Language Arts in the Imperial ISD in the 

summer of 2009.  My time away from public school 

bureaucracy, I hoped, had equipped me with coaching tools 

to help foster reflective practices as I worked alongside 

English teachers district-wide.  As a member for the 

curriculum department, I use my CFG experience to lead a 

group of helping teachers (literacy coaches) and to provide 

critical assistance to my peers. Though initially reluctant 

to embrace CFG because it was a foreign concept to them, 

the K-12 English Language Arts team has now made this 

coaching approach part of their daily practice.  
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Though officially working in a “Lead and Learn Data 

Team” district (Center for Leadership and Learning, 2010), 

I have been able to cultivate several informal groups of 

critical friends. Thus, like a scale-modeler admiring and 

restoring a forgotten project, I go in search of answers to 

my research questions – knowing full well that I will also 

find more questions- Such as: What role does coaching in a 

knowledge community play in the formation of reflective 

practice? How do critical incidents and relationships 

influence the members of a knowledge community?  In short, 

what I uncovered were the queries that now underpin my 

dissertation research. 

Research Approach 

As a researcher, I see common themes threading through 

the narratives of the three groups I wish to study.  The 

Portfolio Group embodies a professional knowledge landscape 

comprised of teachers with vast experience in peer 

coaching, as well as direct connections to the academy 

through the complex and negotiated roles its members serve 

as participant/mentor/coach to each other.  In the 

narrative of the HISD literacy coach initiative exists the 

stories of the lived experience of learning to coach and 

the building of relationships that fostered that end.  In 

the IISD helping teacher community, critical incidents and 
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critical relationships lay the groundwork for the study of 

the transformation from collegial peers to deep 

collaborative partners.  Because the groups are so 

different, yet show hints of common themes, I plan to 

“broaden, burrow, and restory” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) 

each groups‟ narrative through the lenses of my research 

questions: What role does coaching in a knowledge community 

play in the formation of reflective practice? How do 

critical incidents and relationships influence the members 

of a knowledge community? 

Narrative Stance 

The theoretical pillars that frame and assist my 

narrative study come from a broad spectrum of philosophical 

and pedagogical points of view.   From John Dewey (1938), I 

take the stance that education is based in experience and 

inquiry, and is temporal in nature. Furthermore, my 

position is that all experiences have the potential to 

contribute to one‟s education and are judged by whether the 

result is forward or backward movement for the learner.  

From Schwab (1969), I borrow the practical orientation 

and the stance as a researcher drawing truth from stories 

of the individual.  Just as he advocated the paradigm shift 

from teacher-as-curriculum-implementer to teacher-as-

curriculum-maker, Schwab campaigned for the shift from a 
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stance that viewed research as solely owned by the academy 

– the theoretical highlands to research emanating from the 

“swampy lowlands” (Schön, 1995) of the classroom. Schwab 

conceptualized four curriculum commonplaces – teacher, 

learner, subject matter, and milieu through which to 

illuminate teacher curriculum-making and teacher research 

(Craig, 2009, p. 599).  

Schön‟s (1983) work in reflective practices also 

contributed to my positioning as a narrative inquirer.  He 

challenged the grand narrative, which he referred to as 

“technical rationalism”, and called for practitioners to 

„put aside the model of Technical Rationalism, which leads 

us to think of intelligent practice as an application of 

knowledge to instrumental decisions…‟ and embrace the 

notion that „a kind of knowing is inherent in intelligent 

action‟ (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 34).  Schön called 

these processes “knowing-in-action” and “reflection-in-

action” (1983, pp. 68-69).  MacIntyre promoted the notion 

that “people write their own stories – and are actors in 

the stories of others” (1981). Bruner theorized that 

“stories of individuals illuminate personal thoughts and 

actions while they are making sense of the relationships 

and developing their [narrative] stance (1987).  Olson and 
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Craig outlined the concept of narrative authority within 

teacher knowledge communities (Olson & Craig, 2001, 2005). 

The notion of “doubt” as a frame for questions 

surrounding school reform is put forth by Schechter (2006) 

who asks the following questions:  

In a competitive environment, can administrators 

provide the necessary safety network for teachers to 

make mistakes, which is an inherent stage in any 

learning-doubting process?  Can teachers doubt their 

tacit assumptions at a time of increased 

accountability and standardized reforms?  At this 

turbulent time, can teachers perceive doubt as a 

collective, relational process? and Can we move from 

Descartes‟s „I think (doubt), therefore I am‟ to „we 

doubt, therefore we learn‟? (p. 2493).   

In layman‟s terms, how do teachers-as-curriculum makers 

foster a climate where teachers and students learn to and 

from taking risks? In other words, what systems and 

structures must be in place to allow space for doubt and 

foster creative innovation while still acknowledging the 

current environment of accountability and high stakes 

assessment? 

Building upon the traditions of Dewey, the reflection-

and-knowing-in-action of Schön, and the commonplaces of 



64 

curriculum from Schwab, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) 

theorize that “life - as we come to it and it comes to 

others - is filled with narrative fragments, enacted in 

storied moments of time and space, and reflected upon and 

understood in terms of narrative unities and 

discontinuities” (p. 17).   Connelly and Clandinin define 

narrative inquiry as: 

the study of experience as story…is first and foremost 

a way of thinking about experience.  Narrative inquiry 

as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon.  To 

use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a 

particular narrative view of experience as phenomena 

under study (p. 477). 

Connelly and Clandinin identify three commonplaces for 

narrative inquiry (2006) as: 

 Temporality – the notion that all people and 

events being studied have a past, a present, and 

a future (p. 477); 

 Sociality – the notion that narrative inquirers 

are concerned with the feelings, hopes, desires, 

aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions that 

people experience within a particular setting (p. 

490); and 
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 Place – the notion that there are “specific 

concrete, physical and topological boundaries of 

place or sequence of places where the inquiry and 

events take place (p. 480). 

Within these three commonplaces, the narrative 

inquirer can move backwards and forwards in time and space, 

as well as look inward to their own experience and outwards 

to the experiences of others within the narrative and 

across events. Connelly and Clandinin (2004) describe the 

negotiation necessary for the researcher to live on the 

landscape of the research, and the inherent ambiguity of 

narrative research. 

Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007) conceptualize the 

research design for narrative inquiry as including the 

following eight elements: 

 Justification – the reasons why the narrative is 

important. Narrative inquirers must consider 

three kinds of justification – the personal, why 

the inquirer is situated in the story? – the 

practical, how will this narrative be insightful? 

- and the social, how does this answer the 

question, “so what? (p. 25); 
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 Naming the phenomenon – the “hows” and “whats” of 

the story that evolve over time “through the 

living, telling, and retelling” of the narrative 

(p. 25); 

 Methods used to study the phenomenon – the 

imagining of the “inquiry phenomenon, topic, 

puzzle, and participants as occurring in a 

„multi-dimensioned, ever changing space‟ and plan 

inquiry methods that remain „consciously aware of 

everything happening in that life space‟ 

[Connelly & Clandinin, 2006] (p. 27); 

 Moving from field texts to research texts – the 

movement from the commonplace into research (p. 

28).  This is a non-linear, multi-layered, 

recursive process; 

 Positioning the study – the relationship of this 

narrative research to other research 

epistemologies.  The narrative inquirer may seek 

clarity as to how the study fits into larger 

literature and research contexts (p. 29); 

 Uniqueness of the study – allows the narrative 

inquirer “to offer some sense of what it is that 
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can be known about a phenomenon that could not be 

known, at least in the same way, by other 

theories, methods, or lines of work (p. 30); 

 Ethical considerations – the notion that stories 

are about people who remain in their environments 

and thus need special consideration (p. 30); and 

 Process for representation and types of research 

text – narrative inquiry is grounded in specific 

ontological and methodological assumptions that 

are brought forward in the relived and restoried 

narratives (pp. 31 – 32). 

Craig (2003) discusses the role of the narrative 

within the larger context of teacher knowledge situated 

within specific school contexts.  She notes that narrative 

studies tend to have a live, unresolved quality as the 

lives of the participants are still “unraveling and issues 

cannot be viewed in hindsight” (2005).  To her, narrative 

inquiry “unearths stories about school-based education in 

relationship while the researcher develops interpersonal, 

context-based relationships with the participants” (2007). 

Craig‟s conceptualization of the story constellation builds 

upon the teachers‟ knowledge landscape of Clandinin and 

Connelly (1995).  This metaphor of story constellation 
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makes visible the “complexities that shape school 

landscapes, influence the nature of educators‟ experiences, 

and determine who knows and what is known about schools” 

(2007, p 162). 

As a participant and researcher I will draw heavily on 

my own “narrative authority” (0lson, 1995; Olson & Craig, 

2001) as well as that of Helena. As explained by Lyons and 

LaBoskey, Olson‟s conception of:     

narrative authority emerges from the implicit 

narrative knowledge individuals develop through 

experience and shapes the way we choose to author our 

lives in relation to others.  As we explain to our 

students, it involves both living and telling stories 

in response to the social contexts in which we find 

ourselves.  (Lyons & LaBoskey, 2002, p. 116). 

The kitbashed model upon which this research grew, is 

further illuminated by Craig‟s view of the professional 

knowledge landscape of teachers, and by extension that of 

teacher leaders and coaches as well. As Craig (2003) 

explains, 

[her] view of knowledge  pays close attention to the 

situations in which educators find themselves, the 

personal meanings they make of their contextual 

experiences, and how these meanings become negotiated 
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with others along the continuum… Thus, experience … is 

what people undergo, story is how they give it form, 

order, and voice, and knowledge is what is created and 

re-created as human beings interact with each other 

and their situations in ways that are as elemental and 

basic as the need for food, shelter, and clothing (p. 

9).   

Participants and Groups to be Studied 

The key participants in this inquiry include the 

researcher and two to three members selected from each 

group to be studied.  From a narrative inquiry stance, I 

will serve at times as a participant-as-researcher - a 

researcher who actively participates in the group – and as 

a modified ethnographic researcher pulling common themes 

and experiences from interview and archival data.  As I 

introduce the groups – the Portfolio Group, the Houston ISD 

literacy coach network, and the Imperial ISD helping 

teachers - I will also situate myself within the narrative. 

Introducing the Portfolio Group 

As a requirement for participating in the Houston 

Annenberg Challenge grant project, all initial schools were 

required to collect, reflect on, and share their collective 

reform work.  Formed in 1997, the Portfolio Group was 

initially comprised of teachers from five participating 
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schools (with an additional middle school, Jefferson, 

joining later), who with the guidance of the planning and 

evaluation consultant – a local university researcher - 

chose to work collaboratively on school portfolios as a 

record of their reform and to meet monthly to reflect upon 

and share their progress.  The members of portfolio group 

represent a cross section of Houston as they were drawn 

from a diverse group of elementary, middle, and high 

schools from two adjacent urban school districts.  The work 

of the Portfolio Group has evolved over the past fifteen 

years, and has continued well beyond the initial five year 

Challenge grant under which it was formed (Gray, 2008).   

Situating the Researcher 

My membership in the Portfolio group has been through 

a series of ebbs and flows with multiple entry points.  I 

participated in the early work of creating the Hardy 

Academy reflective portfolio, presented my work within the 

context of the Portfolio Group at several AERA conventions, 

and removed myself from the group to avoid conflict of 

interest concerns as the group participated in the “CFG as 

Action Research Team” and “Teacher Action Research” grants 

sponsored by my employer, the HAC.  

 Unique to the Portfolio Group was the role of 

narrative inquirer/planning and evaluation university 
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researcher.  This participant, Cheryl Craig, brought new 

ideas, thinking, processes, and research possibilities to 

the Portfolio Group, as she transitioned from her formal 

role in the group to that of an academic coach and teacher 

colleague. Although the group has been studied through 

various lenses – qualities of knowledge communities (Craig, 

2007) and their use to illuminate teacher knowing (Gray, 

2008), I am intrigued by the interplay of coaching, 

critical incidents, and critical relationships.  As the 

group has been together for fifteen years and most members 

are also CFG coaches, narrative inquiry may bring to light 

insights into what fosters the continued, collaborative 

work. 

Introducing Selected Participants 

Betty 

 Betty is the visual arts teacher at Eagle High School 

and a doctoral student in curriculum and instruction at the 

local university.  She is in her mid-forties, Anglo, with 

approximately twenty years of teaching experience at the 

high school level, following a stint as a graphic artist.  

For the past fifteen years, Betty has held national level 

certification as a CFG trainer and was one of the primary 

CFG trainers involved in developing and providing CFG new 

coach training through HAC from 2003 through 2009.  In 
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addition to her teaching responsibilities, Betty regularly 

presents her research at the local, state, national, and 

international level. 

Deirdre 

 Deirdre has been an educational consultant for the 

past ten years working primarily with CFGs through HAC and 

the Houston ISD.  She is in her early forties, Anglo, with 

approximately eleven years of teaching experience at the 

middle school level.  Deirdre has twin daughters who are in 

the fourth grade.  She holds a masters degree in curriculum 

and instruction and is pursuing her doctorate in curriculum 

and instruction at a local university.  In addition, 

Deirdre has recently authored a book on facilitation 

vignettes. 

Introducing the HISD Literacy Coaching Network 

 As part of the Houston Schools for a New Society 

grant, a partnership was formed between HAC and the HISD to 

focus on school reform and improved student literacy in the 

thirty-plus comprehensive (non-magnet) high schools within 

the school district.  Funded through private sector and 

foundation grants, this project involved the utilization of 

on-demand professional developers, literacy coaches, who 

were members of each faculty.  In addition, HISD created a 

district level administrator to provide additional 
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professional development, resources, and to lead the 

initiative. 

Situating the Researcher 

 As the initial outside leader/partner in the HISD 

literacy coach network, I chose to deliberately frame the 

collaborative and coaching work within the CFG approach.  

Although the group has also been studied through various 

lenses – most notably through the lens of literacy coaching 

(Carnegie, 2005), I am particularly interested in the long 

term influence of coaching and the critical relationships 

that followed. Although the group is no longer together 

several key members have moved on to teacher, school, and 

district leadership roles.  

Introducing Selected Participants 

Helena Athena 

 Helena is in her second year as a manager of academic 

intervention for the Houston ISD.  She is in her mid-

fifties, of Greek ancestry, with approximately thirty years 

of teaching experience.  Helena has college aged fraternal 

twins who recently graduated from HISD.  Helena is 

extremely passionate about secondary school literacy and 

teacher professional development.  Helena has her master‟s 

degree in curriculum and instruction and has over 25 years 

of teaching experience at the high school level. 
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Leopold Bloom 

Leopold Bloom currently works as an educational 

liaison for the Houston and Seaside Workforce Project, a 

regional non-profit and is completing his doctoral studies 

in English literature at the local university.  He is in 

his mid-thirties, Anglo, married to an elementary teacher 

and father of an elementary-aged son.  Prior to his current 

position, he taught high school English and journalism and 

served as a literacy coach to a large, urban high school in 

the HISD. In addition, Leopold has served as a CFG coach 

and program coordinator for HAC.  

Introducing the Imperial ISD Helping Teachers 

 My current research centers on the Imperial ISD (IISD) 

secondary English Language Arts (ELA) helping teachers.  

The helping teachers, literacy coaches, are members of the 

district curriculum department.  These experienced teachers 

design and provide district-wide and campus specific 

professional development, model and co-teach, and develop 

and refine the district secondary ELA curriculum for grades 

six through twelve.  The two secondary ELA teachers 

presently share a classroom that has been converted into an 

office.   This office is located away from the main 

administration building and thus, affords the participants 

a more relaxed and private venue for the observations – 
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which hopefully allows the participants to interact more 

authentically.   

Situating the Researcher 

Although I serve as the supervisor of the helping 

teachers, a high level of trust has been developed through 

our shared work, creating a safe environment for honest and 

critical conversation.  As a participant living the 

experiences of this group, I will take on two research 

perspectives: As an active participant in the daily work of 

this group as it unfolds; and as a researcher-as-

participant examining the unfolding story through a 

narrative inquiry lens.  

Introducing the Participants 

Maya 

 Maya has returned to the middle school ELA classroom 

after three years as a curriculum department helping 

teacher.  She is in her early forties, African-American, 

with approximately ten years of teaching experience.  Prior 

to teaching she worked in social services.  Maya has an 

elementary school aged daughter in the IISD.  Maya is 

particularly passionate about upper elementary and middle 

school and multicultural literacy issues.  Maya is working 

on her principal certification, is a trainer for the Abydos 

International Writing Project, and a certified ESL teacher. 
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Darby 

 Darby is in her eighth year as an ELA helping teacher.  

She is in her mid-thirties, Anglo, with approximately 

fifteen years of teaching experience at the middle and high 

school levels.  She has two pre-school aged sons.  Darby is 

very detail oriented and passionate about high school 

English.  She holds a masters degree in curriculum and 

instruction and will be pursuing her administrative 

credentials.  In addition, Darby has recently co-authored 

her first book on teaching strategies for secondary ELA 

classrooms. 

Cara 

 Cara is in her fifth year as an ELA helping teacher.  

She is in her late forties, Anglo, with approximately 

fifteen years of teaching experience.  Cara has two high 

school aged daughters in the IISD.  She is extremely 

passionate about upper middle school literacy, writing 

instruction, and teacher professional development.  Cara is 

pursuing on her master‟s degree in writing instruction, is 

a trainer for the Abydos International Writing Project, and 

a district level certified Lead and Learn trainer. 
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Research Procedures and Tools 

As part of my proposed study, I will draw from a 

variety of narrative field texts and resources.  Each group 

and each individual studied has unique experiences and 

stories that will provide narrative insight into the 

creation and lived stories of the teacher knowledge 

communities studied. In addition, I hope that careful 

burrowing through the archival data and interview 

transcripts will illuminate the influence of coaching 

approaches, critical incidents, and critical relationships 

on the three groups in the proposed study. 

Building on the restorying of my own journey as a 

learner, I will employ self-reflective study on critical 

incidents and critical relationships that led to my 

transformation from traditional teaching (student and 

adult) to facilitator of learning by examining:  my own 

reflective journals dating from January 2003 to the 

present; field notes from a coaching case study of literacy 

project leadership pulled from HAC primary source 

documents, emails, instant messages, reflection sheets, and 

personal interviews with Helena Athena, combined with 

ongoing work with the current helping teacher coaching in 

my present school district.  As a participant and 
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researcher I will draw heavily on my own “narrative 

authority” (0lson, 1995; Olson & Craig, 2001).  

Archival Data and Interviews 

Through the use of my own journals, the Hardy 

Portfolios, archived emails, the traveling journals and 

transcripts from the Portfolio Group, and the interviews to 

be conducted with members from all three groups I will 

story and restory the narratives in this study.  The 

newsletters and publications created by and about the 

Portfolio Group, Critical Friends Groups, and the Houston 

ISD literacy coach network will illuminate and provide 

additional perspectives of each group.   

Narrative Analysis 

The researcher will collect and record field texts 

such as journal entries and artifacts from group meetings, 

which will be analyzed for the purpose of developing follow 

up questions for the interviews and to guide the collection 

and analysis of additional field texts. The researcher will 

frame the study using Clandinin and Connelly‟s (2000) three 

step methodology for conducting narrative inquiry: 

broadening, generating field texts from a variety of 

narrative sources; burrowing, creating interim texts to 

story and restory the narrative inquiry from field texts; 

and restorying, creating research narratives that 
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accurately tell the knowledge community stories. To deepen 

the interim texts and aid in creating the interview 

protocols and questions, I will use modified techniques of 

critical ethnographic research (Carspecken, 1996) to 

validate, reconstruct, and analyze the interview 

transcripts sharing the study in progress with the 

participants as a means of checking the authenticity and 

accuracy with which I restory our collective narrative. As 

the experiences of each group are acted out in community, 

the restorying narrative inquiry process must reflect that 

communal notion. 
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Chapter 4:  The Narratives of Coaching, Critical 

Incidents, and Critical Relationships 

 

Introduction 

One of the hallmarks of a skilled master modeler is 

the ability to “kit-bash,” to adapt portions of existing 

models in the creation of something new.  As a young boy, I 

watched my father and grandfather create HO scale model 

trains, and I read and learned from their collection of 

scale modeler magazines. In model railroading, as in public 

schools, there are models created for different contexts 

and purposes.  In a recent issue of Model Railroader 

Magazine (March 2012), the author describes differing 

contexts and purposes for creating miniature landscapes in 

language surprisingly similar to that of contemporary 

school reform: 

Prototype track modeling can be very satisfying, but 

it‟s not always the best choice for layouts (model 

railroad scale landscapes). The prototype exists to 

make a profit or serve a public interest, while 

layouts exist for the entertainment of the builder and 

fellow modelers.  The difference is subtle, but it 

should be taken into account (2012, p. 8).   
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Photo 4:  Model Railroader Magazine and models from my father‟s 

collection 

 

From first-hand observation, practice building model 

cars from kits, and research of primary sources, I crafted 

my own adaptations of scratch built scale models.  

Similarly, as a narrative inquirer I have examined the 

existing professional learning community approaches 

pervasive in public schools; as a reflective practitioner, 

I have sought to capture the narrative and the 

underpinnings of my personal coaching practice; and as a 

budding theorist and experienced practitioner, I have 

created a conceptual framework on which to center the 
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narratives of the educators in the three groups I have 

chosen to study. 

Conceptual framework 

As my research proceeded and the narratives of the 

participants began to unfold, the need for a conceptual 

framework with which to frame the stories also became 

imperative.  My first inklings of a multi-dimensional 

structure came from research on the “art and architecture 

of powerful questions” (Vogt et al., 2003). According to 

Vogt, Brown, and Isaacs a powerful question serves to: 

 Stimulate reflective thinking, 

 Challenge assumptions, 

 Provoke thought, 

 Generate energy and a vector to explore, 

 Channel inquiry, 

 Broaden enduring thought, 

 Touch deeper meaning, and 

 Evoke more questions (2003, p. 4). 

 In this theoretical framework, powerful questions 

exist on three axes: Architecture – the degree to which a 

question is open or closed and the level of power 

represented – similar to Bloom‟s taxonomy of rigor (1950); 

Scope – the nature of the question to draw in and include 
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the greatest variety of responses possible; and, 

Meaning/Context – the degree with which the question 

touches upon the eight qualities of a powerful question 

previously outlined.  Vogt et al. proposed the following 

three-dimensional construct (see figure 6). 

 

Figure 6:  Three Dimensions of Powerful Questions. 

 Springboarding from Vogt‟s powerful question 

methodology and harkening back to Schön‟s notion of 

reflection-in-action (1983), the use of powerful questions 

in the three teacher knowledge communities provided for the 

time and space for reflective pauses.  Within the time and 

space created by such pauses, teacher practice transforms.  

 Another dimension to my emerging schema, came as the 

result of conversations with colleagues, Angela 

Breidenstein, Kevin Fahey, and Frances Hensley, at the 

School Reform Initiative annual winter meeting held January 
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2012 in Atlanta.  As we learned about our collective CFG 

coaching practices, I had the opportunity to present my 

dissertation research plan as a Charrette (see Appendix B) 

and asked for feedback and coaching around my research 

direction and process.  

 It was in this conference setting that I was re-

introduced to concepts of transformational adult learning 

central to our work. Mezirow describes the process of 

powerful adult learning as: 

Tranformative learning refers to the process by which 

we form our taken-for-granted frames of reference 

(meaning perspectives, habits of mind, mind-sets) to 

make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, 

emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that 

they may generate beliefs and opinions that will prove 

more true or justified to guide action.  

Transformative learning involves participation in 

constructive discourse to use the experience of others 

to assess reasons justifying these assumptions, and 

making an action decision based on the resulting 

insight (2000, p. 7). 

 School Reform Initiative board members, Breidenstein, 

Fahey, and Hensley, along with Carl Glickman, advanced the 

notion that “for students to learn well, adults themselves 
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need to be persistent learners” (in press, p. 6).  The 

authors discuss three approaches to leading adult learning 

in schools that range from: Instrumental Learning – 

professional learning communities based on traditional 

structured, programmatic, approaches (p. 35); Socializing 

Learning – based on exploration of multiple points of view, 

long-term relationships and exploration of the art and 

craft of teaching and learning (p. 63); and, Self-Authoring 

Learning – based on the questioning of assumptions about 

students, teaching, and learning embedded in the status quo 

(p. 105).  The concept of self-authoring learning is 

somewhat analogous to the process of knowledge creation 

that happens in teacher knowledge communities.  This new 

research, coming directly from the CFG community, offers an 

additional lens through which to analyze the lived 

experiences of the participants in this narrative inquiry 

research. 

 The impetus for this dissertation research came from 

the collective lived experience of Maya‟s dilemma described 

in chapter one and its profound and long-lasting effects on 

the members of the IISD helping teacher cohort.  As I 

grappled with and reflected on that day, restorying and 

reliving the events around that table, I wondered how key 

those critical incidents were to fostering reflective 



86 

practice, and indeed, if I would find that the participants 

in this dissertation study had lived similar stories.  My 

initial inquiry centered around questions of whether the 

critical incident was a catalyst for change or whether the 

critical relationships were responsible for the critical 

incidents.  The classic question of which came first – the 

chicken or the egg?   

Borrowing narrative inquiry‟s analytical tools of 

“broadening, burrowing, and retorying” (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990) I looked for emerging themes from the 

interviews and archival materials as I developed my 

interview protocol. Instead of asking specifically about 

the influence of CFG methodology on each participant, I 

chose to structure the interviews using the following 

protocol: 

 How do you define coaching? 

 What has been the influence of coaching on your 

professional practice? 

 Did you have any critical incidents, “ah ha” moments 

and would you describe them to me? 

 Were there any critical relationships? 

My hope was that through this protocol, the participants 

and I would “grow and change” in the “telling, retelling, 

and reliving a life story, as difficult as the process 
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might be at that time” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 71).  

Through the field texts and the interview process, I sought 

the collective stories, the “narrative truth that is 

neither solely that of individual research participants nor 

uniquely that of the researcher due to the layered form of 

research collaboration that took place” (Craig, 2012, p. 

4). 

 My conceptual model of the influence of coaching 

methodology on teachers in knowledge communities takes on 

the form of a three-legged stool.  The design provides the 

greatest flexibility and strength. Although the three legs 

can be of differing lengths, the tripod design provides 

stability as it resists pressures from a variety of 

directions (see figure 7). 

 

Figure 7: Conceptual Model of the Influence of Coaching 

Methodology on Teachers in Knowledge Communities. 
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Reflections on Coaching 

 Pulling inspiration from Carspecken (1996, p. 157), I 

began each interview with a lead-off question to establish 

a shared theoretical underpinning on which to center our 

conversation.  The initial interviews for two of the IISD 

helping teacher participants (Maya and Darby) occurred as 

part of an assignment in a graduate level ethnographic 

research course in the spring of 2011 with the other 

participant interviews following a year later in January 

and February 2012.  With the IISD helping teacher 

participants, I borrowed from Carspecken‟s Recommended 

Stages for Critical Qualitative Research (1996) by sharing 

the interview transcripts with the participants in order to 

further validate the meaning I drew from the interviews.   

 In order to create intermediary texts, Cara, Darby, 

and Maya were asked to annotate, clarify, and expand on the 

initial field texts (see Appendix D for sample annotated 

intermediary text). As I burrowed into the annotated 

transcripts, I looked for themes to emerge that would need 

further clarification, annotation, or collaborative 

analysis.  These annotated interview transcripts became the 

basis for the restoried narratives which form the basis for 

the final research texts. With the members of the HISD 

literacy coach network and the Portfolio Group, the 
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interview protocols served as intermediary texts to connect 

the archival, field text materials to the current 

dissertation research. 

Practitioner Definitions of Coaching 

 The definitions of coaching as articulated by the 

participants ranged from the helping teacher collective 

view of coaching as “guide on the side” to the Portfolio 

Group members‟ view of coach as “facilitator.”  The notion 

of coaching that resonated with Maya was “that a coach is 

able to see from another‟s perspective, looking at what 

needs to happen, looking at the possibility, and helping 

that person move towards that direction” (personal 

interview, January 28, 2012). 

 In a joint interview in January 2012, Cara and Darby 

discuss coaching as applied within the helping teacher 

context. 

Cara:  Basically, I said that you‟re sort of the first 

among equals.  It‟s your job to guide and mentor, but 

not necessarily to control.  And keep things sort of 

on task and in a general way in a productive 

direction, but not necessarily be the controller. 

Darby:  That‟s kind of what I was thinking.  Helping 

people have their own “ah ha” moments.  Leading them 

through topics perhaps asking, you know, some 
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questions or providing a topic for discussion, but not 

running it – not controlling it.  Having them come to 

their own conclusions, having them form their own 

questions, seeing their own resolutions. 

Cara:  And we‟re probably at our best when we 

remember, um, God gave us two ears and one mouth for a 

reason.  Our job is mostly to listen and then guide 

them to speak and let them follow (personal interview, 

January 27, 2012). 

Similar definitions of coaching were expressed by 

Helena and Leopold in their follow-up interviews. Helena 

mused, “Coaching is a means of self-reflection that is 

fostered by the questions coaches ask.  Coaching is an 

extra set of eyes on a situation” (personal interview, 

January 31, 2012).  Leopold said, “The role of a coach is 

to guide somebody in their own change – not to change 

people” (personal interview, February 19, 2012). 

Betty contrasted her definition of coaching – the 

traditional view of leading others to a presupposed agenda 

with her definition of facilitation – the view that a 

facilitator takes a group and guides their work. The 

determination of whether to coach or to facilitate changes 

is based on the individuals in the group and their needs.  

From her own experience, Betty gave examples of her 
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evolution from directly coaching her CFG at its inception 

in 1997 to facilitating the group in its latter years 

(personal interview, February 18, 2012). 

Deirdre discussed the nuances between facilitator and 

coach that she has come to know by facilitating and 

coaching in a variety of contexts and settings.  She frames 

her coaching as: 

The first time I considered myself to be a coach was 

after my critical friends coach training because it 

had coach in the title.  In that case the coach is 

someone who makes sure that the time and space and 

relationships and processes are optimized for a 

group‟s collective growth (personal interview, 

February 20, 2012). 

Deirdre further explains: 

For me, coaching is related with being in a group or 

being on a team; whereas, facilitation can be more 

straight-forward.  As the latter, I can go in and 

facilitate a meeting with a bunch of strangers and 

it‟s all process, making sure the processes get 

followed and get done.  I do that on the PTA board, 

even though I‟m not the president.  I facilitate 

meetings to make sure things get done.  I think 

coaching is more relationship based.  I think 
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reflective coaches pay attention to relationships and 

use those relationships to prod and encourage.  

Facilitators can be relationship based, but they don‟t 

have to be (personal interview, February 20, 2012). 

My inquiry suggests that as coaches gain experience, they 

differentiate their coaching/facilitator practice to best 

serve the needs of the teachers with whom they are working. 

The IISD helping teachers, the newest coach/practitioners 

in this inquiry, defined coaching as taking on the role of 

guide on the side; the Portfolio Group members defined 

coaching as a multi-dimensional concept dependent on the 

context.  

 

Influence of Coaching on Transformed Practice 

The Portfolio Group 

The influence of coaching on members of the Portfolio 

Group can be best captured in a chronological telling of 

the group‟s collective narrative.  Formed to represent five 

schools from two different Houston area school districts as 

an outgrowth of a portfolio accountability piece connected 

to Annenberg Foundation grants, groups of teachers from 

each “beacon school” campus worked together to gather the 

evidence of their progress in the area of school reform.   
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Under the initial tutelage and coaching of planning 

and evaluation consultant, Cheryl Craig, PhD, a core group 

of teachers representing the campuses began their 

collective, reflective journey in 1998.  As a member of the 

group, Craig describes her participation in the group as 

having provided: 

An alternative plotline of how professors and teachers 

can interact, not as representatives of an educational 

hierarchy that is not serving students particularly 

well, but as colleagues whose teaching and research 

endeavors in the field of education are different, but 

highly complementary.  It seems to me that healing 

ruptures in the theory-practice relationships is 

prerequisite to addressing the split between theory, 

practice, and policy that currently exists and 

enormously shapes practices on the broader educational 

landscape (Houston A+ Challenge, Teacher as Researcher 

Grant Final Report, 2006). 

Although tasked with documenting the school reform 

efforts as an accountability measure for the Houston 

Annenberg Challenge beacon school grants, the group‟s 

chronicles:  

were not just a collection of artifacts; they included 

stories of learning that occurred on each campus; 
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learning from administrators, teachers, and students 

that contributed to each school landscape.  The school 

portfolios also contained reflections on the stories 

from teachers, students, and administrators (Gray, 

2008, p. 19). 

In the Portfolio Group the distinctions between 

coaching, facilitation, and leadership have played out as 

individual chefs in a gourmet restaurant. At any given time 

in the groups‟ narrative, different members play the part 

of Executive Chef, Sous-chef, Expediter, or Wine Steward.  

Dependant on the group‟s action research focus, members 

individually and collectively held positions of peer coach, 

group facilitator, or project lead as evidenced in the 

groups‟ travelling journals (Gray, 2008), grant reports 

(Curtis, 2006), group presentations (Portfolio Group Blog, 

2007 – 2008), as well as in the journal articles written 

about them (Craig 2003, 2007, 2011).  

With the end of the Houston Annenberg Challenge grant 

cycle in 2002, the Portfolio Group continued their 

collaboration and sought continued funding through various 

avenues.  As members cycled in and out of the group over 

the past fifteen years, several metaphors have arisen to 

help capture and describe the individual and collective 

work:  in 2008, members used a “core and satellite” vision 
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of the work to describe membership in the group (Kelley, 

Reid, Gray, & Craig, 2008); and in 2011 the “braided river” 

metaphor emerged to -   

to trace our interlaced teacher stories, to restory 

our identities as teachers/researchers, and to reframe 

(Samaras & Freese, 2009) our understanding of 

knowledge communities (Craig, 2007) as they influence 

our practices and contribute to sustainability.  Like 

braided rivers with strands that unite, separate, 

merge, pull away and rejoin on their passages to the 

coast, our journeys as participants in the Portfolio 

Group have converged and diverged repeatedly over 

fourteen years.  We seek to contribute to the 

literature regarding sustained teacher collaborations 

by understanding how our relationship has influenced 

our multiple inquiry communities (Curtis et.al., 

2012). 

Again, as with their definitions of coaching, the influence 

of coaching is nuanced and dependent on the context and the 

group‟s current research agenda. 

The Portfolio Group - Transformational Learning 

 The overarching narrative of the Portfolio Group 

remains one of individual teaching practices being 

transformed through individual and collective reflection.  
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Central to the narrative are the stories of teachers re-

engaging as learners while collaborating across classroom, 

campus, and district boundaries.  What began as a group of 

teachers together learning the processes of action research 

and the theories behind reflective practice, has over the 

last decade led to the creation of new knowledge and 

applications to bridge the theory/practice divide (Schwab, 

1969).  In a blog entry, Betty describes the group‟s 

transformation: 

Initially, we, as members of the teacher research 

group, initiated and coordinated the development of 

school portfolios on our campuses (1997-2002), which 

were lead schools in the reform movement. More 

recently, our efforts have centered on individual 

teacher inquiries about a shared theme. In 2005-2006, 

for example, the topic of investigation was an 

examination of how we work with students and, on 

occasion, fellow teachers who appear to be “falling 

through the cracks.” In addition to our independent 

inquiries, we, as members of the teacher research 

group, met monthly in a local school as well as 

concurrently with a second teacher research group in 

2006-2007 in order to author a yearbook chapter 

(Kelley, et. al, March, 2008). 
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In the fall of 2006, the Portfolio Group‟s broadened 

their research agenda to include collaborative reflection 

through the use of traveling journals to:  

to establish additional “commonplaces of experience” 

(Lane, 1988) in order to increase the common core 

around which the increasingly diffuse interests of our 

group members (due to several promotions) cohered. Our 

use of traveling journals, in addition to our existing 

research tools (personal journals, participant 

observation notes, document analysis, interviews, 

informal conversations) helped us address the 

following research questions: 1) How do diverse 

teacher learners interact and learn in an established 

teacher research group setting? 2) What common 

educational issues are examined by group members in 

the traveling portfolios? 3) How have these chosen 

topics shaped and informed individuals‟ teacher 

practices over time and who has benefited from our 

increased understandings? (2007, November 11) re-

trieved from http://donna.robreid.com/portfolioblog/. 

In other words, as the Portfolio Group became more 

comfortable in their researcher “skins,” the research tools 

employed and the inquiry questions were owned by the group 

http://donna.robreid.com/portfolioblog/
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members and not dictated by the constraints of grant 

funding and accountability issues. 

Increasingly, the members of the Portfolio Group were 

called upon to present their work at local, state, and 

international forums such as the American Educational 

Research Association annual conference.  Deirdre described 

the tension between making her personal portfolio group 

work public and respecting the privacy of the other group 

members that arose when presenting the work to a graduate 

class which included classmates who had peripheral 

connections to other members of the Portfolio Group. 

In 2011 the group was invited to present “A Self-Study 

of Sustained Teacher Collaboration” at the Castle 

Conference in Great Britain in August of 2012 which 

illuminates the groups‟ “interlaced teacher stories, 

restoried identities as teacher/researchers, and reframed 

understanding of knowledge communities” within the self-

study body of literature (Curtis et al., 2012, p. 1).  

Though not the groups‟ first international presentation, 

the Castle Conference provides offers a figurative place at 

the “grown-ups table.” 
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Betty and Deirdre – Critical Incident 

In the spring of 2005 and again in January 2006, the 

Portfolio Group was asked to:  

engage in an all-day professional development for 

Houston area teachers.  The group agreed and proceeded 

to develop an experience for the audience that 

centered on the combination of introducing the 

theoretical background, building a collaborative 

atmosphere for all the participants to share and 

learn, and incorporating reflection as a major 

component in building learning capacity in the 

participants (Houston A+ Challenge, Teacher as 

Researcher Grant Final Report, 2006). 

Deirdre recounted the session and made the following 

observation: 

Our goal was to inform these high schools about the 

power of portfolios…I was the “go between” 

coordinating the work of the Portfolio Group and 

Maxine, the consultant. This was the first time that 

we deliberately planned a session beyond the “you have 

six minutes to tell your part” type of planning we had 

done before.  We presented a cohesive concept that 

flowed (personal interview, February 20, 2012). 
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Betty remembered the critical incident as hinging on a 

member‟s ability to speak at great length and depth about 

the individual member‟s and collective work of the group: 

I say one of the key pieces for me was for the group 

in being able to basically perform on cue. We were 

asked to do the portfolio thing at UH at the last 

minute. People asked a lot of us and we never would 

say, “No.”  No one ever said no.  The critical 

incident, for me, was when one member got up there and 

talked about every school and what was going on and 

the focus of every school with no prep.  And to me 

that showed how much we do in each school is also 

embedded in each other‟s work (personal interview, 

February 18, 2012). 

Deirdre and Tim – Critical Relationship 

Deirdre and I have cultivated a long lasting 

collaborative, critical relationship, a partnership, which 

became deeper when I joined the staff of HAC. Deirdre used 

the image of a “cascading model effect” as a metaphor for 

effects of the critical relationships fostered by 

participation in the group. She noted that as the result 

“we are all in graduate school and have taken on identities 

as researchers as well as teachers/coaches/facilitators 

(email correspondence, February 28, 2012).   
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In a recent conversation, we traced the beginning of 

our work together to our participation in the initial CFG 

new coaches seminar offered in Houston during the summer of 

1998. Hardy Academy, my school, and Jefferson Middle 

School, Deirdre‟s, were involved in the HAC school reform 

movement, and thus, were embracing CFG methods as ways for 

teachers to collaborate deeply within and across school 

boundaries.   

As the years flew past, Deirdre and I took on 

different roles outside of our original schools:  Deirdre 

left to become a full-time mother to her twins and I joined 

the HAC staff to focus on high school literacy as part of a 

comprehensive school reform initiative.  Our paths crossed 

and our relationship became formalized when I took 

responsibility for the local CFG training with Deirdre as 

my external consultant.   

Key to our mutual learning and aligned with our work 

in the Portfolio Group was the creation and coordination of 

HAC grants to foster teacher research in CFGs.  With the 

best of intentions, we worked side by side to develop an 

agenda that would help CFG coaches implement the 

methodology while facilitating deep reflective practice 

through the lens of action research.  As grant coordinators 

and sometimes as group participants, we faced the sword of 
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Damocles as we sought to encourage the Portfolio Group‟s 

continued research – while maintaining a level of 

impartiality and fairness necessitated by our roles with 

the non-profit grant funder.   

Particularly difficult was the period of time after 

the Portfolio Group did not receive funding for a second 

teacher research grant.  In our attempt to make the grant 

application and selection process impartial and transparent 

to all groups - we brought in community members to evaluate 

the applications who in most cases were not educators.  

When the community members did not select the Portfolio 

Group‟s application, we alienated some of our closest 

colleagues.   

As the Teacher as Researcher grants came to 

completion, Deirdre and I, both doctoral students and 

researchers, sought opportunities to showcase the teachers‟ 

research, as well as to seek out critical feedback to drive 

our work to the next level.  I “encouraged” her to present 

her paper, Leavening the Dough: Growing Quality Teaching by 

Supporting CFGs, at the National School Reform Faculty‟s 

first research forum.  She elaborated on the forum: 

By attending the Research Forum, I discovered that 

there is an enormous hunger throughout our national 

community for stronger evidence that shows the 
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relationship between CFGs and student learning. 

Teachers, administrators, and other stakeholders in 

the trenches need to be collecting and analyzing all 

kinds of data such as student work, notes from peer 

observations, and student and teacher reflections. We 

need to be asking ourselves if membership in a CFG is 

truly changing our thinking and practice. We need to 

be demanding evidence from ourselves that educators 

working in a collaborative, reflective group can 

increase student achievement. Most of all, we need to 

be continually sharing our findings with each other 

and with the larger education community (Reid, 2006, 

p. 2). 

She ended her reflection with the following pledge to 

transform her coaching practice: 

Because of this realization, I will change my own 

practice. I will be more diligent about asking 

questions, collecting data, and sharing my findings 

about my own work, and I will encourage all the CFG 

Coaches that I work with to collect and share evidence 

that shows how CFGs improve teaching and learning in 

our schools (Reid, 2006, p. 19). 

As the result of our fourteen year critical 

friendship, Deirdre and I rely on each other for coaching, 
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deep reflective questioning, and validation in our mutual 

passion for our narrative inquiry. 

The HISD Literacy Coach Network 

The literacy coaching initiative was a key component 

of the Houston Schools for a New Society (HSNS) partnership 

between the HAC and the Houston Independent School 

district.  During the fall of 2002 and spring of 2003 a 

framework for adolescent literacy based on current research 

was adopted by the Houston Schools for a New Society 

leadership.  This shared document laid out the roles and 

responsibilities of the school, the district, and the 

community in supporting the adolescent literacy work within 

the context of a large school reform project taking place 

simultaneously in 24 comprehensive high schools.  Key to 

this literacy initiative was the collaborative partnership 

consisting of an outside literacy coordinator from  HAC, a 

district level manager of adolescent literacy, and 

building-level literacy coaches to improve literacy 

instruction and focus on embedding literacy instruction in 

content areas such as math and science through rigorous on-

site professional development, teacher leadership focused 

on instructional improvement, and alignment of the literacy 

work between classrooms and across the school district.   

The literacy coaches were charged with helping teachers see 
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the alignment between curriculum and assessment, offering 

advice and modeling teaching techniques that would allow 

teachers to address the variety of student reading 

abilities in the same classroom, while providing materials 

and resources necessary for all teachers to implement the 

district‟s emerging literacy focus at the classroom level. 

In January 2003, I joined HAC, as a metaphoric model 

builder, to assist with the final editing and approval of 

the HSNS literacy framework document and work with district 

level curriculum department counterparts and the adolescent 

literacy manager, to implement this new model of high 

school literacy.  The spring and summer of 2003 were a 

frenzy of planting and cultivating activities – the design 

of the literacy coach training curriculum, the creation of 

the job descriptions, job postings, screening of potential 

candidates, and hiring of 28 literacy coaches – that 

culminated with the initial dyslexia training by the Newton 

Education Center on July 28, 2003.  Although approved 

within the literacy coach framework, the final literacy 

manager position was not staffed by the school district 

until late in the summer of 2005.  Just as the Texas 

weather is somewhat unpredictable, change at the district 

level was a constant during this time, with a new 

superintendent, a new chief academic officer, and two new 
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assistant superintendents of curriculum in as many years.  

In response to this constant district change, the major 

funder, the Carnegie Corporation withheld funding until the 

transitional “dust” settled.  Fortunately, this withholding 

of funds led to a refocusing of the reform around the issue 

of ninth grade literacy.  With the revitalized interest in 

literacy, came Helena Athena, as manager of adolescent 

literacy beginning with the 2005-2006 academic year. 

Leopold Bloom – Transformational Learning 

 Leopold Bloom, one of the original HISD literacy 

coaches, described his first year as a coach in a report on 

high school literacy coaches commissioned by the Carnegie 

Corporation of New York.  Included in the report the 

following narrative captures a conversation with his 

principal: 

When the position of literacy coach was posted, many 

colleagues assumed he would apply. He hesitated 

because he still loved to teach. “Truthfully, I wasn‟t 

going to take this position,” Leopold recalled. The 

principal persuaded him, arguing, “You‟re a great 

teacher, and you‟re the leader of the literacy team. 

Right now, you‟re making a difference for 100 

students. The question is, can you make the same 
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impact on a larger body of students?” (Carnegie 

Corporation of New York, 2005, p. 9). 

Ultimately, Leopold accepted the position and struggled 

that first year to be all things to all people – including 

having many uncomfortable conversations with me, the 

outside grant coordinator.  Leopold felt his time should be 

spent primarily on the campus as he was juggling many 

building responsibilities beyond those stipulated in the 

job description.  I remember cajoling, coaching, and at 

times compelling him to attend the required weekly group 

training.  Leopold shares: 

That first year, I had the concept that I was supposed 

to be teaching teachers, not coaching. The first year, 

I was a busy bee, trying to do lots of stuff – grants, 

announcements, book clubs, but I didn‟t feel I was 

helping change teacher practice.  I felt that 

obviously I wasn‟t coaching, I was coordinating 

(personal interview, February 19, 2012). 

During the second year of the literacy coach project, 

Leopold reengaged. Recognizing his inate teacher leadership 

skills, I asked Leopold to help facilitate CFG training for 

the entire group.  Leopold, along with several of his peers 

came to the literacy coach position with CFG experience, so 

it seemed a natural fit to use them as trainers.       
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The second time I went through the (CFG) training, as 

a literacy coach, was transformational for me.  When I 

took the training as a teacher, my focus was as a peer 

coach. At that point I thought coaching was more about 

my own growth and used the structures to improve my 

classroom practice and help others (personal 

interview, February 19, 2012).  

Through the lens of literacy coaching, Leopold began to 

realize that in his coaching role, he would affect more 

teachers and their students by focusing on student 

learning, modeling engaging lessons, and encouraging 

classroom teachers to explore ways to share ownership of 

learning with their students.     

Helena Athena – Critical Incident 

 Midway through our ninety minute, follow up interview, 

Helena had the proverbial “ah ha” moment as she considered 

critical moments in her transformation as a literacy coach, 

and ultimately as a reflective practitioner (Schön, 1983). 

As she described her vision to do consulting after she 

retired in February 2012, Helena provided insight into her 

reflective process that can be directly traced back to what 

she learned in the literacy coach weekly training almost a 

decade ago. 
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Helena:  A turning point was the use of journaling, I 

realized through the literacy network. This is 

absolutely a double star point - a double star point. 

Tim:  So this would be a critical moment? 

Helena:  I realized that I had never before had been 

asked to just write my thoughts and then go back and 

examine them all on paper.  Tim, now anytime I have to 

work on something, I freak out…and then go wait a 

minute, go journal about it.  I sit there and journal 

and then the answer becomes clear (personal interview, 

January 31, 2012). 

Helena talks about using the reflective writing to 

sort through her thoughts, to create her own metaphors, and 

ultimately to own the tasks she takes on.  She asks 

herself:  

Who are the stakeholders?  What do they need?  How do 

I provide the best? I look at the groups and create a 

model that is somewhere between (personal interview, 

January 31, 2012). 

Helena reflected back on the weekly reflective writing 

experience in the literacy network and described the 

process: 

You had us write for ten minutes and then you taught 

us a strategy from New Jersey Writing to add more for 
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our writing.  You had us circle key ideas and expand 

them.   

Tim:  Depth charging (Carroll & Wilson, 2008). 

Helena:  It works for goal setting, too.  I‟m such a 

concrete person, as opposed to being abstract 

sequential, that this strategy met my learning needs 

(personal interview, January 31, 2012). 

As I recall the early years of the literacy coach 

network, I strongly doubt that my use of reflective 

journaling was much more than strategically placed moments 

in the weekly, all-day professional development agenda for 

me to catch my breath.  I understood quickly that the 

technique worked, but I‟m not sure I fully realized the 

potential that structured written reflection would have on 

transforming the learning for the coaches as Helena 

described above. 

Helena Athena – Critical Relationship 

Helena first appears in my reflective journal entries 

written during the last week of July 2003.  These brief 

excerpts are seeds of the initial collaborative culture 

that existed within the literacy coach network during the 

project and beyond.  The reference to Helena reflects her 

use of schematic drawings as a means to deepen her 



111 

understanding of new concepts, as well as her willingness 

to share her insights with her colleagues.   

Coach – originally helped or conveyed someone to 

another place.”  Helena Athena has a nice graphic 

representation to define literacy coaching (T. 

Martindell, personal journal vol. 27, July 28 – 31, 

2003). 

In a later email Helena, immersed in coaching, asks 

for guidance in working with the teachers she is charged to 

assist.  The metaphor of the novice model builder emerges 

in the budding coaching relationship between Helena and me 

as seen in the questions she asks, 

Please tell me that the TAKS strategies will still be 

the topic of discussion after lunch …  I desperately 

need that info (H. Athena, personal communication, 

November 10, 2003).   

The email continues with ideas on how she can bring 

new learning to the larger group of literacy coaches. 

Also, I wanted to pose a question to the group about 

their strategies for approaching the TAKS open-ended 

writing response.  I was planning to suggest to my 

content area teachers that they require their students 

to answer test essay questions using the Jules 

Schlaffley assertion pattern so that they would get 
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used to (a) making an assertion or stating an opinion 

(b) referring back to the text for a quote or 

paraphrased fact (c) explaining the relevance of the 

textual reference.  However when I suggested this as 

our approach to some English teachers they said it was 

too formulaic.  I agree that the longer personal essay 

cannot be formulaic but by looking at the grading 

examples of “exemplary” answers to the open-ended, 

they all seemed to follow the pattern stated above.  

What is your opinion Tim?  What is the group‟s 

opinion?  (H. Athena, personal communication, November 

10, 2003). 

As the email continues, Helena seeks validation, from 

her coach, of the solutions she has come up with for her 

own dilemmas. 

And if not that, then what?  I think that we need to 

enlist the aid of the content area teachers for 

practice in these open-ended questions.  

P.S.  Tim can‟t we do something about all those Newton 

phonemes????  We did a great vocabulary exercise the 

last hour, but the rest of Fri. was a total wash for 

me (H. Athena, personal communication, November 10, 

2003).  
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In the following email dialogue four days later, 

Helena and I discuss literacy coaching training scheduled 

to occur at Acropolis High School, Helena‟s campus.  We are 

negotiating the use of her empty classroom for a ghost 

visit using a Critical Friends Group (CFG) protocol.   

Tim:  Yep, but I want to do a ghost visit to your 

classroom. (See Appendix C.) 

Helena:  Okay–I just needed to know if I had to 

prepare a super-duper lesson for my sub. To do with my 

students so that I would look really good. 

Tim:  We will go into the room (or another) when no 

one is present and do a protocol to describe what we 

see.  Don‟t worry – we won‟t tell them if it is your 

room. 

Helena:  My students are going to be in there with a 

substitute that day. Also, please, please tell me what 

a “ghost visit” is so I will be prepared. I don‟t want 

to be embarrassed in front of my new peers 

(Martindell, H. Athena, personal communication, 

November 14, 2006). 

Parallel to the negotiation process described by Lyons 

and Laboskey (2002) in their view of narrative inquiry, I 

must negotiate with Helena as a means of validating her 

work and building a level of trust in the emerging coaching 
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relationship.   Just as a modeler must constantly replenish 

the glue and paints, the practice of the individual 

literacy coaches must be supported with the appropriate 

supplies. 

Narrative practices are intentional, reflective human 

actions, socially and contextually situated, in which 

teachers with their students, other colleagues, or 

researchers, interrogate their teaching practices to 

construct the meaning and interpretation of some 

compelling or puzzling aspect of teaching and learning 

through the production of narratives that lead to 

understanding, changed practices, and new hypotheses 

(Lyons & LaBoskey, 2002, p. 21). 

The IISD Helping Teachers 

The original two helping teachers, one math and one 

English, in the Imperial Independent School District were 

hired through the Project Hope grant for one year in the 

late 1990s.  Upon the successful completion of this one 

year pilot project and with the introduction of Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act, commonly known as No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB) and funding, the district increased the 

number of helping teachers beginning in the 2001 – 2002 

school year.   Simultaneous with the accountability demands 

of NCLB and during a period of rapid growth in the school 
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district, the helping teacher initiative was conceived as a 

means to assist the curriculum department in working with 

individual teachers and campuses.  The district 

administration considered several titles for these new 

positions - facilitator and specialists were considered too 

ambiguous – before submitting the helping teacher name for 

school board approval.  In the decade prior to my joining 

the IISD curriculum department, the number of helping 

teacher positions had increased from the initial two to 

approximately forty.  Recent reductions in force (RIF) have 

resulted in my former staff of five now numbering three. 

Darby - Transformational Learning 

Darby, both the senior member of the team and the 

youngest, reconstructs her history as a helping teacher and 

reflects on the learning required in the position: 

Darby:  I think a couple of big things. This is my 

seventh year as a helping teacher and we‟ve had major 

changes ranging from three different coordinators, to 

changes in members of the secondary English helping 

teacher team, to changes in leadership higher up in 

the school district. But one thing that stays the same 

is the incredible learning curve that comes with the 

job (personal interview, February 9, 2012). 
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Darby reflects an unfortunate moment from her first 

year as a district level helping teacher, a period of time 

when the positions were organized by the level of the 

campuses they served – elementary, middle, or high school.  

Cara, a brand new helping teacher, began the year feeling 

isolated and on the periphery of curriculum conversations 

that the high school helping teachers were having.  Not yet 

clued into the team‟s norms, she escaped and had a “good 

cry” in a nearby movie theater parking lot (personal 

interview, February 27, 2012). 

Darby continued to reflect:  

I know that Cara shared with you the story of her 

first week on the job and how we made her cry because 

she didn‟t know to come along when the group went to a 

meeting.  We didn‟t mean to exclude her, it was just 

one of those things.  Later when she shared that 

experience I had to think critically about how we keep 

this group from becoming a bit of a clique (personal 

interview, February 9, 2012). 

Darby, in hindsight, has a different lens through which to 

view the incident and cited it as an example of the 

difference between being collegial colleagues – sorry that 

Cara was upset – and being collaborative, critical friends 

who reflect and act to make sure all practices remain 
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inclusive.  A key component of the group‟s transformation 

has been the giving and receiving of feedback.  

Darby:  Through CFG I had to learn to give and receive 

critical feedback because we have had some really big, 

ugly projects hanging over us. I think we just had to 

realize that all of these things – the new curriculum, 

new district testing, new state testing, new textbooks 

- were bigger than any one of us and the only way to 

get this done was to put yourself out there for 

critical feedback and coaching.  This was very 

uncomfortable for a perfectionist like me. 

Tim:  Let me follow up a little on that. How do you 

decide what work to bring to the table and how do you 

separate yourself personally from the work? 

Darby:  I start with what work has to be the “most 

right”.  I know that sounds silly, but when I think 

about what do I need to bring to the group for 

critical feedback - it‟s what are the things that are 

going to impact teachers the most - things that are 

going to impact a large group of teachers and 

therefore a larger group of kids.  I have to think 

about how many people are going to be impacted.  

What‟s the ripple effect?  That helps me decide that 
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what I need to share with the group (personal 

interview, February 9, 2012). 

I asked Darby about how she is now able to separate 

herself from her work when she seeks authentic feedback.  

Darby described her transformation:  

Darby:  You know I was a critical consumer of CFG last 

year.  When it came time for each of us to present our 

dilemmas, I quickly volunteered - with my personality 

I want to be one of the first couple to go because 

then it is over and the bar is low.  It was amazing to 

me that how personal dilemmas and professional 

dilemmas all melded together.  That series of 

consultancies, when we first shared our dilemmas, is 

what helped me to see that I‟m not the only member of 

the team who struggles with a little insecurity.  I 

learned that we really are here to grow each other, 

not to beat each other up when we get something wrong.  

And yeah, that‟s where I learned to trust the group 

more.   

Tim:  How do you deal with unwanted feedback?   

Darby: There‟s still a little element of defensiveness 

sometimes. I can‟t think of a single incidence where 

they‟ve given me feedback – even if I didn‟t 

necessarily want to hear it - that it wasn‟t right on 
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target.  I take feedback as a reminder to self to stop 

being so defensive, to listen to what they are saying. 

And now after I process the feedback, I ask myself, 

“Are they right?” and “Is this what I want to do?” 

(personal interview, February 9, 2012). 

Darby reflected on how her teammates have become a 

sounding board and how each member learned to read the 

others and provide space and silence for thought when 

needed.  I finished the interview by cycling back to those 

critical conversations. 

Tim:  Let‟s go back to that notion of being able to 

talk honestly.  Can you just elaborate more on that?  

Darby:  I think we‟re still getting there. From my 

perspective we have let go of the glib faint praise.  

I think truthfully there are some topics or some days 

where we‟re perceptive enough to pick up on each other 

where we just don‟t say anything.  It‟s not that we‟re 

not being honest, we‟re just not sharing.  I think 

we‟ve started to develop a sense of fine tuning that 

helps us decide whether or not it‟s the right thing to 

say, and whether or not it‟s worth the commentary.  

but I actually think I could get…and give…very candid, 

very honest feedback in this group (Interview, 

February 9, 2011). 
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These narratives of the powerful learning and 

transformed practice contrast sharply with the vision of 

groups of teachers as “pooling their ignorance” (Craig, 

2007, p. 617).   

Maya – A Critical Incident Restoried 

To continue our reflective conversation Maya and I 

agreed to meet over breakfast in a crowded, noisy breakfast 

haunt in central Houston.  The bright, crisp January 

weekend helped buoy our spirits as we recalled the critical 

incident in the helping teacher office two years prior that 

led to this narrative inquiry.  As we reminisced and 

restoried our initial work together, Maya offered the 

following observations: 

Maya:   I remember we went to your office and you 

squeezed us all into that square and pretty much told 

us “You‟re gonna write and you‟re gonna do CFG.”  And 

I thought “well, we‟re on a contract – what else are 

we gonna do?”  You used to make us read those articles 

and it was torture because I didn‟t want to.  I didn‟t 

want to let my guard down, but in the same token 

looking back on that now, I realized that I knew I 

needed to be coached, but I didn‟t know how to ask for 

help. 
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Tim:  So with my agenda of reflective writing and 

critical friendship, you didn‟t have to ask what you 

really wanted to ask? 

Maya:  Yes, I didn‟t know how to ask for help as a 

professional. 

Tim:  That‟s interesting.  So what do you think are 

the implications of knowing that now as a teacher 

leader in your campus role? 

Maya: I told my mom that I was coming to meet with you 

today and I said you know I‟m so glad I can get to sit 

down with Tim because I need to ask him questions as a 

professional.  Tim‟s my friend, but would I have been 

able to say that two years ago? No. I learned from CFG 

is that part of being a critical friend is being able 

to ask for help, being able to give help.  I think 

what I learned most from CFG is not necessarily that 

you, Tim, told me what to do, but literally you helped 

me to be coachable.  If you look at how we came to 

pick this place to have breakfast, you know. 

Maya and I carried on a long conversation via text 

messaging as we negotiated the site for the interview. 

Maya:  All through that texting, I‟m thinking “darn 

him, he‟s CFGing me over text.”  Yes, I decided I‟ll 

face my fear (of a new restaurant.) One of the biggest 
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lessons that I‟ve learned from CFG is being coachable, 

being uncomfortable, being able to grow into my 

comfort through those uncomfortable moments.   

Tim:  Do you think it‟s because we started with 

structures or protocols? 

Maya:  Oh, I liked that because at the time I had so 

much fear. Not that I‟m free of fear now. But I had so 

much fear that even the protocol steps were scary. I 

was afraid to let people into my fears because I am a 

professional. I wanted act like I have it all together 

and CFG took that put me in a situation where I could 

call you and Darby and Cara, my friends. You became my 

friends and taught me that it‟s okay to ask for help 

and it‟s ok to help somebody to be coachable and to 

coach (interview, January 28, 2012). 

As our conversation continued, Maya revealed that she 

debated which of two dilemmas to present to the group 

during that initial training on the consultancy protocol.  

She described how she deliberated up to the last moment.  

Maya: I remember sitting there asking myself…I 

remember debating…sitting there knowing it was my 

turn.  Which one?  Should I bring this one…that I 

needed help with or did I bring this one that I 

really, really need help with…to be coached on? 
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Tim:  Did you know what it was that was the real 

issue?  When you brought it to the table?   

Maya: yes (interview, January 28, 2012). 

In our initial interview, Maya reflected on how her 

decision to go “raw” with such a “public expression” 

allowed the other members of the group to “see that if we 

choose to be real with each other – we can be”  (interview, 

February 9, 2011). As she and I continue to restory that 

critical incident, I asked her if she knew in the moment – 

what Schwab would call “reflection-in-action” (1969) – the 

long term effects her revelation would have on her peers.   

Maya:  Probably not, but I can still see it how it 

affects me today. 

Tim:  I‟m wondering how you will finally own that fear 

and move forward.  I think it‟s a story that might 

need to be told because it‟s really about the 

ignorance of others and the effect and power of our 

words and language.   

Maya:  I don‟t know.  The one thing that bothers me 

the most about myself is to be trapped by my fears and 

knowing that no one else can see it.  I would really 

like to be in that position where I could just speak 

freely to people, but it comes down to feeling that I 

have to monitor my speech.  Unfortunately I‟m trapped, 
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but because of CFG I can have this conversation 

(personal interview, January 28, 2012).  

Maya and I ended our conversation that day with a 

nagging question,  

Maya: What if I had presented that other, safer 

dilemma?  Where would I be now? 

Tim:  Where would any of us be?  That was such an 

epiphany for us all sitting around the table.  I 

wonder how do you make it safe enough for people to be 

vulnerable and to continue to have conversations like 

this? 

Maya:  and I think you said it there…that word 

safe…that‟s the thing about CFG….it‟s one thing to say 

“Whatever happens in Vegas – stays in Vegas”, but it‟s 

another thing to make it a really safe place  

(Interview, January 28, 2012). 

Cara, Darby, and Maya – Critical Relationships 

As the Christmas holiday approached in the winter of 

2011, Cara invited the IISD helping teacher team and our 

respective spouses to her home for a weekend supper.  

Concerned about Cara‟s health (at that time she was on a 

medical leave), her colleagues and I suggested postponing 

the meal until her health improved.  Cara insisted that the 

holiday dinner would ease her mind and allow her to focus 
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on something other than her – at that moment – undiagnosed 

condition. In a conversation six weeks later, Cara, Darby, 

and I reflected on the changes to our relationship that can 

be attributed to the influence of coaching and critical 

relationships. 

Cara:  In another life I was a Jewish mother.  There 

was no guilt about being sick.  While I was gone, I 

didn‟t have to worry about you guys.  I didn‟t fixate 

on questions of: How were things going or what are my 

colleagues thinking?  I knew that my colleagues were 

thinking, “Get better” and “We‟ve got this”.  My 

absence was not a burden, and it was a comforting 

thing considering I‟m still in something very 

uncomfortable (lack of diagnosis). 

Darby:  I‟m not sure that if we hadn‟t had the last 

couple of years together and really gotten to the 

point where we are honest with each other or gotten to 

the point where it‟s ok to be imperfect, I don‟t know 

that David (Darby‟s husband) and I would  have come to 

your house for dinner, even at your house.  That‟s 

work - You know me - work is work and personal is 

personal.  So we really crossed a boundary by coming 

to dinner, because I don‟t hang with you all after 

work.  We always say we‟re going to go out and do 
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drinks.  I don‟t know if you ever noticed.  I don‟t 

know if you go, but I don‟t go.  The dinner went 

better than I thought it would and it was good for me 

to get to that next level.  And be at a point where I 

think, as you said earlier, yes we‟re colleagues - but 

we‟re also friends.   

Cara:  yes 

Darby:  And I don‟t know that I cultivate friendships 

at work because that gets complicated when I don‟t do 

my job 100 percent.   

Cara:  We‟ve crossed a line. 

Tim: I think that‟s a difference between being friends 

at work and being critical friends because I think we 

can call each other on things.  Or ask for assistance 

when I need help.  I was delighted when at that dinner 

when Mike (my partner) said that you guys were the 

ones keeping my sanity.  And I didn‟t have to pay him 

to say that. 

Cara:  And we had crossed a body of water through a 

journey.  We had crossed a bridge and I think that 

night was the passage to where we‟re friends outside 

of work and while a lot of the professional barriers 

have come down, we still behave professionally… 

Darby:  That fakeness is gone. 
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Cara:  Yes   

Darby:  No more fake cordiality 

Cara: It‟s just really freeing and a satisfying 

relationship and a really embracing one.  It‟s such a 

different work environment from what I experienced 

that first year as a helping teacher. And it‟s not 

just because I‟ve gotten used to our work styles. 

Darby:  This group has changed (Interview, January 27, 

2012). 

Contrast this with the image of Cara crying in the 

movie theater parking lot after feeling left out of the 

helping teacher clique on her first day of the job five 

years earlier.  The others got into a curriculum 

conversation – walking way ahead of her…she felt completely 

left out although the others were just oblivious (personal 

interview, February 27, 2012). 

 

Summary 

In this chapter the narrative researcher described the 

methodology used to broaden, burrow, and restory the 

participant narratives (Connelley & Clandinin, 1990), 

presented a Conceptual Model of the Influence of Coaching 

Methodology on Teachers in Knowledge Communities, and 

placed the emerging research on transformational adult 
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learning (Breidenstein, et al., in press) alongside the 

restoried narratives of transformational learning, critical 

incidents, and critical relationships in the three groups 

studied:  The Portfolio Group, the HISD literacy coach 

network, and the IISD helping teacher group. The narratives 

in this inquiry research have been presented through the 

lenses of transformational adult learning (Breidenstein, 

et. al, in press), critical incidents and critical 

relationships.   
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Chapter 5:  Reflective Possibilities 

 

Introduction 

 

Architects, as well as interior and industrial 

designers, build scale models to give their clients a three 

dimensional preview of a concept.  American automakers were 

famous for their concept cars – full-sized, often non-

operational models – that featured and predicted future 

automotive trends and possibilities.  My maternal 

grandparents, Lee and Lenore Brother, along with my mother 

and aunt, joined approximately sixty million visitors to 

the 1939 New York World‟s Fair and likely were dazzled by 

the scale model of Futurama inside the General Motors 

exhibit.  Novelist E. L. Doctorow describes the experience: 

No matter what I had heard about the Futurama, nothing 

compared with seeing it for myself; all the small 

moving parts, all the lights and shadows, the 

animation, as if I were looking at the largest most 

complicated toy ever made!...The buildings were 

models, it was a model world.  It was filled with 

appropriate music, and an announcer was describing all 

these wonderful things as they went by, these raindrop 

cars, these air-conditioned cities. 
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Photo 5: 1939 New York World‟s Fair (Zim, et al, 1988) 

And then the amazing thing was that at the end you saw 

a particular model street intersection and the show 

was over, and…you came out into the sun and you were 

standing on precisely the corner you had just seen, 

the future was right where you were standing and what 

was small had become big, the scale had enlarged 

(Doctorow, 1985, p. 253). 

 
 

Photo 6: Scale Intersection in Futurama – (Zim et al, 1988) 
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In chapter 4, I presented narratives from the 

Portfolio Group, the HISD literacy network, and the IISD 

Secondary ELA helping teachers;  new research on leading 

adults to transformative learning (Breidenstein, et al., in 

press); and a conceptual framework with which to examine 

the influence of coaching to transform reflective practice. 

Throughout this narrative inquiry I have employed a 

metaphor of scale model building.  Just as the 1939 New 

York World‟s Fair and its model of Futurama were 

“ephemeral, freeze-frames in history that encapsulate the 

aspirations and values of a particular moment in time” 

(Zim, Lerner & Rolfes, 1988, p. 7), the narratives 

presented offer whispers of the voices, heard and not heard 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I hope leave the reader 

reflecting on the narratives, seeking application, and 

wondering how to “see small to see big” (Greene, 1995) in 

order to take the models to scale in their personal, 

practical landscape (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995).   

To further illuminate the narratives, I will discuss 

the inquiry within Connelly and Clandinin‟s narrative 

inquiry commonplaces: temporality, sociality, and place 

(2006), as well as the uniqueness and ethical 

considerations conceptualized by Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr 

(2007).  I will draw from my own narrative authority 
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(Olson, 1995; Olson & Craig, 2001) as a participant 

researcher in the narratives and ask the reader to consider 

the teacher knowledge landscapes (Craig, 2003; Craig, 

2012), on which new knowledge has been generated. 

Finally, in this chapter, I will offer reflection on 

the common threads pulled from each of the collective, 

restoried narratives as viewed through the three lens 

(legs) of my conceptual model that have implications on 

advancing theory, improving practice, and impacting policy.    

Illuminating the Narratives 

The narratives offer glimpses into powerful practices 

that currently exist in schools, often counter to the 

prevailing opinions projected in the media.  As a narrative 

inquirer, I entered, and sometimes exited and re-entered, 

the narratives over the span of fifteen years.  And, 

although I am a common thread that weaves through these 

narratives, my participant researcher role is not the focus 

of this dissertation; it is one lens, of several, through 

which to read the stories told here. 

Space and Time for Critical Relationships 

I will start my reflection with Connelly and 

Clandinin‟s narrative inquiry commonplaces (2006) coupled 

with Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr‟s (2007) notion of 

uniqueness of the narrative and ethical considerations for 
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narrative inquiry as the frame for the initial narrative 

analysis.  The Portfolio Group embodies a rich lived 

history of school reform that continues to involve long-

term collaboration between and across six schools and two 

school Houston area districts (Craig, 2007; Gray, 2008).  

The members represent a cross section of curriculum areas 

and expertise, yet over time created a new, unique teacher 

knowledge community.  As we evolved from competitors for 

grant resources – most notably the guidance of Dr. Craig – 

to a collegial group trying out our newly found teacher 

research skills and finally to becoming a group of 

collaborative, critical friends, our paths have become 

tightly interwoven through a focus on teacher research in 

the Houston schools.  The diversity of experience the 

members brought to the group and the individual narratives 

lived brought “knowing from previous milieu that lend fresh 

interpretations to the new milieu individuals encounter” 

(Craig, 2012, p. 19).  

The narrative of Deirdre, who stepped to the side as a 

participant to coordinate the CFG as Research Team (CART) 

grants for HAC, runs parallel to that of Betty, an art 

teacher who stepped into the facilitator role for the 

Portfolio Group while participating in the same grant and 

coordinating the reform grant at Eagle High School. Betty 
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and Deirdre later exchanged facilitator roles as the 

narrative continued and Deirdre helped lead the work for 

the upcoming Castle Conference on Self-Study (Curtis, et 

al, 2012). 

This inquiry illuminates tensions – both at the 

surface and deeply hidden – as the participants and 

inquirer relived, restoried, and renegotiated the balance 

between the past and present situations (Craig, 2012).  

Deirdre and I gained new insight into the resentment of our 

perceived slighting of the Portfolio Group that occurred 

when the second teacher research proposal was not funded by 

HAC.  In our attempt to become transparent in our grant 

oversight, we had, in fact, become opaque to our peers in 

the Portfolio Group.  We had clearly not known the complete 

topography of our teacher knowledge landscapes (Craig, 

2003).  Fortunately, the space and time for reflection that 

grounds the work of the group helped Deidre and me maintain 

the critical relationships we had with the other members.  

Deirdre described the ethical considerations narrative 

inquirers face as they share their research. As she 

presented the Portfolio Group‟s history and collaborative 

research in a doctoral seminar, she detected a hidden 

agenda in the questions asked by one classmate.  In fact, 

the classmate was a parent whose children attended school 
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on a campus led by one of Deirdre‟s Portfolio Group 

colleagues and Deirdre had to be especially mindful not to 

reveal details of the group member‟s practice outside the 

frame of the Portfolio Group research. 

In applying my conceptual model of the influence of 

coaching methodology to the narratives of the Portfolio 

Group, I find salient examples of each respective leg of 

the model; however, the Portfolio Group seems to best 

exemplify the influence of coaching methodology in the 

allowing space and time for critical relationships (see 

figure 8). 

 
Figure 8: Conceptual Model of the Influence of Coaching 

Methodology applied to the Teachers in the Portfolio Group. 
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The Portfolio Group has been sustained for almost 

fifteen years by a core group of members, including Dr. 

Cheryl Craig, the original university participant 

researcher, and the group membership remains representative 

of the original five campuses.  In a group where almost all 

members have extensive coaching and facilitation 

experience, cycles of reflection, energy, and focus have 

outlasted the group‟s original purpose as an accountability 

tool.  The long-term critical relationships have supported 

the members as they moved into positions of teacher and 

district leadership, and as they have continued their 

individual and collective narrative inquiry and  

individually pursued graduate degrees (Gray, 2008). The 

Portfolio Group members significantly add to the literature 

on teacher portfolios, generate new knowledge in the theory 

and practice of narrative inquiry and self-study, and work 

to bridge the divide between the practitioner and the 

academy (Connelly & Clandinin, 1997; Craig, 2012, 2011, 

2009a, 2009b, 2007a; Lyons & Labosky, 2002; Olson & Craig, 

2001; Breidenstein, et al., in press). 

Transformational Adult Learning 

Viewed through the same series of lenses, the HISD 

literacy network narrative unfolds in a similar fashion.  

In accepting the role of outside partner, I stumbled 
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through the HISD administrative landscape without a map, 

model, or guidebook.  What I knew to be true did not often 

match the minefield of assumptions into which I stepped as 

I sought to network with the district personnel.  Only 

after reflecting-in-action (Schön, 1983), re-negotiating 

(Lyons & LeBoskey, 2002), and asserting my narrative 

authority did I begin to author the narrative into which I 

had been placed (Olson, 1995; Olson & Craig, 2001).  I was 

recruited for the project based on my background in CFG 

coaching, my involvement in school reform, and my 

successful literacy leadership at the building level where 

I strategically leveraged to assist the school district 

(Martindell & Jenlink, 2002). 

The literacy coach project quickly moved from the 

conceptual, white paper stage to full scale implementation 

in a period of approximately seven months.  During the 

Christmas break in 2002, I had stepped from the comfort of 

my seventh grade English classroom into the 

leadership/facilitation role of a multi-million dollar, 

five year long high school literacy initiative situated in 

Houston‟s largest urban school district.  In the span of 

those seven months, I had to finalize the conceptual 

framework, assist in the creation of the job description, 

act as a bridge between the non-profit interests and the 
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school district entrenched practices, assist in the 

candidate interviews for thirty-two literacy coach 

positions, and develop and implement the on-going weekly 

professional development of the new literacy coach network.  

At first I felt like the proverbial Emperor without his 

clothes, but soon learned to build the airplane while 

flying it (Samaras, Adams-Legge, Breslin, Mittapalli, 

O‟Looney & Wilcox, 2007).  I drew heavily from the 

reflective practices of CFG and the pedagogy of the Abydos 

International writing workshop.  

Helena and Leopold simultaneously began their journey 

as literacy coaches in neighboring high schools. As natural 

leaders who emerged from the cohort, I learned to rely on 

these two new critical friends. A year later, Helena moved 

into the district professional development department only 

to return to head the initiative for the final three years.  

Leopold, once a colleague of Helena, took a similar path 

and joined the HAC staff to coordinate an elementary math 

project, but remained connected to Helena through their 

similar focus on improving student achievement in HISD 

through use of coaching methodology.  As I stepped back out 

of the HISD literacy narrative to begin my new position 

with the IISD, Leopold became the collaborative partner of 

Helena for the remaining literacy coach network initiative. 
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Fast forward three years and the narrative of the HISD 

literacy coach network, along with the lived stories of 

Helena, Leopold, and the researcher have continued to 

occasionally intersect.  As the result of tensions which 

arose in our respective organizations, both the 

participants and the researcher chose to look for other 

opportunities (Craig, 2012).  The literacy coach initiative 

had run its course – school reform efforts seem to be 

replaced just as they start to gain traction - and the 

initiative was soon replaced with new programs. The new 

leadership at HAC had also chosen to drop all existing 

programs and concentrate their resources on providing 

college readiness coaching for students in seven local 

middle schools.  Helena, retired this spring from HISD to 

head the educational outreach for a local non-profit; and, 

Leopold also transitioned out of HAC to work as an 

educational liaison for a local non-profit business 

collaborative.  Instead of packing up their coaching tools 

as artifacts of their literacy coaching work, both Helena 

and Leopold cited the CFG toolkit as essential to their 

continuing new work (personal interviews, January, 2012). 

When viewed through my conceptual model, the 

narratives of the HISD Literacy Coach network strongly 

paint a picture of transformational adult learning and the 
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impact of critical incidents and critical relationships  

(see figure 9). Although Helena and Leopold spoke of 

critical incidents and relationships that developed in the 

literacy network, both credit the constructivist nature of 

the CFG coaching methodology, married with the pedagogy and 

practices of Abydos (formerly New Jersey Writing Project in 

Texas) writing workshop, and supported by the personal 

reflection advocated by the HAC staff as key to their 

individual, transformed learning (personal interviews, 

January & February, 2012).   

 
Figure 9: Conceptual Model of the Influence of Coaching 

Methodology applied to selected participants in the HISD Literacy Coach 

Network. 

 

To model transformational practice, consistency in 

agenda building, and transparency in facilitation, the 
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weekly meetings followed a pattern which included frequent 

use of CFG protocols to share and examine adult and student 

work and frequent and strategic built in pauses for 

reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983).  A capstone to each HAC 

event was the use of written reflection questions to 

capture participant thoughts, needs, and next steps which 

were read immediately following each session as part of the 

reflective debriefing and planning practice advocated at 

that time by HAC. As emerging network leaders, Helena and 

Leopold were frequent participants in the weekly debriefing 

and planning sessions and incorporated the practice into 

their campus coaching work (personal interviews, January & 

February 2012). 

Just as I embraced my narrative authority (Olson, 

1995; Olson & Craig, 2001) as a literacy coaching expert at 

the onset of the project, Helena and Leopold experienced 

similar opportunities to strengthen their coaching voices 

and become self-authoring knowers (Breidenstein, et al, in 

press).  In her position as HISD adolescent literacy 

manager, Helena seized upon an opportunity to apply her 

growing literacy expertise and collaborative facilitation 

skills while she developed a district-wide summer reading 

program in collaboration with the Houston public libraries.  

This reading program, the Millionaires Club, offered city-
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wide incentives for students to continue their ludic 

reading throughout the summer (personal interview, January 

31, 2012).  As a program coordinator with HAC, Leopold 

extended his literacy coaching repertoire as he facilitated 

monthly professional development sessions in an elementary 

math coaching initiative – quite a feat for a young, high 

school English teacher (personal interview, February 19, 

2012).   

Using Powerful Questions to Reflect-In-Action 

Restory Critical Incidents 

Connelly and Clandinin‟s narrative inquiry 

commonplaces serve as an ideal tool for examining Maya‟s 

critical incident and its lasting influence on the IISD 

helping teacher team.  In that moment, as Maya “went raw” 

(personal interview, February 9, 2011), the past and 

present lived stories of everyone seated around that 

conference table collided and were sent on new and 

different trajectories.  For those who remained in the 

helping teacher positions after the RIFs that followed, 

implementation of the CFG coaching methodology kept the 

stressful work of the helping teacher team moving as the 

demands for service increased and the staffing numbers 

dwindled due to the impact of budget cuts at the state and 

district levels (personal interview, January 27, 2012).  
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For those who moved on, the insight into facilitation as a 

type of teacher leadership proved a highly portable toolkit 

(personal interview, January 28, 2012).   

An examination of the back story to Maya‟s narrative 

illustrates the ethical fine line narrative inquirers must 

walk when in the research process.  In the fall of 2009 and 

well ahead of this narrative inquiry, I started to record 

my weekly meetings with the helping teachers as a means of 

holding myself accountable for following up on the helping 

teachers needs and to accurately capture the big ideas 

discussed in our meetings. Almost immediately, Maya 

expressed her discomfort with the recording process and 

voiced her concern that the recordings would be used to 

document job performance.  We had several group 

conversations about my reasons for using the technology to 

capture the meeting notes accurately, and I offered 

repeatedly that the tool was being used to aid my memory – 

and would not be used for official documentation purposes.  

We reached a compromise when I promised to be completely 

transparent with the device‟s use and not to record any 

conversations without the groups‟ explicit permission.  As 

suggested by Schecter (2006) I needed to provide a safe 

place for the discussions necessary to reform and transform 

practice – including my own as a coach.  As with many 
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innovations - once the novelty wore off, so did my use of 

the recording technology. 

Darby and Cara each embraced their narrative authority 

as teachers by focusing their individual efforts to improve 

adult learning.  Darby, along with a campus based 

colleague, Sharona, co-authored and published a book for 

teachers that provides lessons and suggestions for using 

picture books to teach secondary English concepts.  Cara, 

working with colleagues from the Abydos writing project, 

researched, designed, and presented a model of year-long 

inquiry as a method for transforming the teaching of the 

English research paper into an authentic, engaging, and 

academically rigorous student-friendly process mirroring 

that of the academy.      

The inspiration for my conceptual model of the 

influence of coaching methodology came from the desire to 

burrow (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000) deeply into, and 

restory the narratives of the IISD secondary ELA helping 

teachers.  Maya‟s courage and willingness to “go raw” 

(personal interview, February 9, 2011; personal interview, 

January 28, 2012) framed the critical incident without 

which, the helping teachers‟ transformations might not have 

happened so completely – or at all. The impact of critical 

incident illuminates the potential of narrative inquiry 
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methodology to allow participants to relive and restory, 

through the use of powerful questions, their processes of 

reflection-in-action (see figure 10). 

 

Figure 10: Conceptual Model of the Influence of Coaching 

Methodology applied to the IISD Secondary ELA helping teachers. 

 

 

Implications Raised and Further Questions to 

Ponder 

On February 17, 2009, President Obama signed into law 

the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) 

which set aside over $4.35 billion for the Race to the Top 

Program.  This competitive federal grant program rewards 

States that have “demonstrated success in raising student 

achievement and have the best plans to accelerate their 
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reforms in the future” (Race to the Top Program Executive 

Summary, 2009, p. 2).   Although the stated intent of the 

Race to the Top Program is to foster student achievement 

and educational innovation, the 485 point rubric used to 

determine grant awards weighs heaviest the use of common 

curriculum standards, longitudinal data systems to support 

instruction, and standardized assessment scores to link 

student performance with teacher effectiveness (pp. 7-9). 

In other words, the Race to the Top initiative harkens back 

to the data-based, quantifiable standards of Thorndike and 

places less value on the lived stories of school advocated 

by Dewey.  This narrative inquirer wonders how far 

educators may drift from the grand narrative (Lyotard, 

1984) and still be awarded funds for innovation.   

The narratives presented in this dissertation 

represent the embodied knowledge of teachers in knowledge 

communities and illuminate the stories of innovative 

practice and transformed teachers and seeks to provide 

alternatives to the narrow focus on empirical data as the 

sole view that permeates the data-driven discourse 

currently happening in public schools.   

The retoried narratives of teacher practitioners, 

Betty and Maya, shine light on the relationships and 

communities that support teacher researchers as they daily 
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hone their craft. No standardized assessment can capture 

the rich, lived experience of their classroom contexts. In 

their reflective practice Betty and Maya become the 

proverbial “silver bullets,” the models of transformed 

teacher practice, that programs such as Race to the Top 

seek to replicate. 

Deirdre, Helena, Leopold, Cara, Darby, and I offer 

narratives from the perspective of those charged with 

assisting teachers from the within the system as Helena and 

I do in our administrative roles, or as Deirdre, Leopold, 

and I have done through our work in non-profit school 

reform initiatives.  In our coaching roles, we provide 

scaffolds, model best practices, give feedback, and hold 

space for reflection as an alternative to the punitive 

“value-added” methods that are rapidly becoming the status 

quo.   

As experienced narrative inquirers, teachers and 

graduate students, Betty, Deirdre, and I, through our 

participation in the Portfolio Group collaborate with Dr. 

Craig to restory the historical divide between the 

theorists of the academy and the practitioners dwelling “in 

the swampy lowlands” (Schon, 1983).  Ours is the narrative 

of fifteen years of transformed adult learning in a 

knowledge community that has afforded us the opportunity, 
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the context, and the venues to exercise our individual and 

collective voice and narrative authority as we added to the 

literature and ways of knowing about self-study, teacher 

portfolios, and action research.  This narrative inquiry 

captures that educational innovation which other forms of 

research would likely miss altogether. 

The narrative of the IISD secondary ELA helping 

teachers builds upon Kegan and Lahey (2001) and blurs the 

lines of clinical supervision.  The restorying of Maya‟s 

critical incident and the catalytic change in relationships 

that followed offers the reader an alternative form, the 

CFG coaching stance, of school district leadership to 

consider.  By using structured protocols and carefully 

negotiated processes, groups of educators can move the 

discourse from the mundane – dress codes, numerical data 

analysis – to impactful deep conversations about teacher 

practice and engaged students.  

 

Reflections on Lessons Learned 

I began this narrative inquiry wondering about the 

role of coaching in knowledge communities where I saw 

teachers becoming reflective practitioners and wondering if 

what I was experiencing in my current work with the IISD 

helping teachers could also be found in the roots and 
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history of the other two groups studied.  I pondered about 

how coaching would be defined across and between the groups 

and whether there was a hierarchy of coaching behavior.  In 

addition, I wanted to unpack the theoretical underpinnings 

that might illuminate what I had come to know as a CFG 

coach in the last fifteen years of my teaching practice. In 

each group, I wondered if I would find stories of critical 

incidents and critical relationships that served as 

catalysts for change in all three groups. I wondered how 

these critical incidents and relationships had influenced 

the members of each knowledge community? 

As a constructivist learner I learn best when I get my 

hands into Schön‟s “swamplands.”  The participant 

researcher stance in narrative inquiry allowed me the 

opportunity to chronicle the stories as they unfolded.  

This inquiry in the moment as a CFG coach practitioner, 

reflecting on the critical incidents and relationships 

using Connelly and Clandinin‟s interpretive tools of 

broadening, burrowing, and restorying has caused me to 

question the grand narrative that is the story of 

accountability in our schools. 

From the narratives I have lived alongside my teacher 

inquiry colleagues and critical friends in the Portfolio 

Group, the HISD literacy network, and the IISD secondary 
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ELA helping teacher team, I have seen the power of teachers 

working in community to generate new knowledge all in the 

service of the students they teach.  I have taken advantage 

of the opportunities that result from the knowledge 

communities to which I belong.  For example, the Portfolio 

Group has presented almost yearly at the American 

Educational Research Association (AERA), something I had 

grown to accept as commonplace.  I have helped author 

several scholarly articles while remaining in public school 

systems and classroom (Martindell & Jenlink, 2002; Kelley, 

Reid, Curtis, Venable, Martindell, & Hamacher, 2007).   

My knowledge of peer coaching and my coaching 

expertise have increased exponentially from my earliest 

days as a CFG coach at Hardy Academy in 1998.  Originally, 

I relied heavily on the CFG protocols and structures as I 

learned the basics of facilitating my group. The 

facilitation of an emotional consultancy, such as Maya‟s 

dilemma, would have likely ended disastrously given my 

neophyte coaching status.  Learning to reflect-in-action 

alongside my coaching colleagues in the Portfolio Group and 

as facilitator coach of the HISD literacy coach network 

gave me safe forums to learn and share through our 

discussions, the lessons most peer coaches must learn 

alone.   
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From the HISD literacy coaching initiative, I learned 

that collaborative, transparent, and strategic planning 

with elements of coaching methodology led to transformative 

adult learning.  My coaching partnership with Helena 

provided both of us with a lasting critical friendship 

based in the scholarship of student literacy.  I often 

provided her the coaching suggestions; she kept me abreast 

of changes in the field.  With Leopold, I had the 

opportunity to hone both my mentoring and coaching skills 

as we worked together on similar projects at HAC.   

Deirdre taught me to value a close, critical friend 

who would partner in new learning, scaffold her critical 

feedback, and coach me from a stance of an equal – always 

pushing me to the zone where I best learned and contributed 

to our mutual work.  Our professional friendship has 

provided me with new wonderings about the role of coaching 

as a supervisory stance.  Although we started as peers, 

during our work at HAC, I had a somewhat supervisory role 

in our work.  It was through our negotiation and 

reflection-in-action that the seeds for my current 

supervisor as coach stance were sown.      

From Dr. Craig, I learned to ask strategically timed, 

scholarly based questions in the moment.  As a participant 

in the earliest Houston Annenberg Challenge work, I 
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witnessed Dr. Craig‟s skill with powerful questioning as 

catalytic in reframing the research agenda for our mutual 

work; and in the process, bringing research down from the 

ivory tower and into my middle school classroom.  Her 

coaching expertise and scholarly mentorship brought new 

voices to the research table – voices which have greatly 

impacted Houston schools.   

From all of my colleagues whose narratives have been 

shared in this dissertation, I have learned to value the 

relationships between reflective, innovative teachers that 

do not necessarily show up as “value-added” in the lived 

communities that are public schools.  I have seen, lived, 

and helped restory narratives of classroom innovation that 

help prepare our collective students to be productive, 

participatory world citizens.  In the critical peer 

feedback that Betty‟s art students learn to give each 

other, in the self-selected, engaging books that Maya uses 

to teach basic literacy skills, to Leopold‟s work as an 

educational liason helping businesses open dialog with 

school leaders, I see the “valued-added” relationships and 

innovation that happen each day in Houston area public 

schools.  Innovation can be seen in the work of Darby and 

Cara as they provide on-site coaching to help teachers 

reflect on and transform practice. 
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A Reflective Coda 

On a hot, steamy late August morning in 1984, I walked 

into the library at Phillis Wheatley Senior High School in 

Houston, Texas - a brand-spanking-new reading teacher and 

began a journey that has lasted the better part of three 

decades.  As I scanned the sea of faces, I spotted my 

friend and neighbor, Bess Gruchy who waved me over to a 

table in the center of the room.  At that table was the 

master model builder, Jim Nichols, with whom I would spend 

my early years as an apprentice teacher.  Sitting daily in 

Jim‟s “workshop” reading classroom, I observed as he pulled 

strategies from his toolkit, combined raw materials from 

his closet, and created individual kit-bashed models to 

meet the unique needs of each student.  I had seen the 

first of many models that would influence my lived 

experience as a teacher and narrative inquirer.  My 

personal and professional life unfolded there – and will 

continue to do so as my practice as a teacher, coach, and 

scholar continues to build models in the future with 

confidence. 
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Interview with Cara    Jan 26, 2012  11:30 am 

Cara:  As I came into the helping teacher position, I 

had done a couple of staff developments where I was the 

leader.  I had also been the 7
th
 grade team leader. 

Tim:  That was at Lake O? 

Cara:  so I had done kind of a coaching model where I 

would work with fellow professionals and adults.  Uh, my 

favorite one was when I was asked to do a master teacher 

class for young teachers  and new teachers. I did this for 

several summers back to back. What makes a master teacher? 

And you know create, develop a whole list of things, 

develop some ideas  to get them thinking about what makes a 

master teacher. 

Tim:  Was that at Lake O or for the district? 

Cara:   At LOMS.     What I felt was the key element 

was that it was more about helpling a teacher find his/her 

strengths instead of telling them all master teachers do 

one thing and what came me was that all master teachers 

teach with their strengths. Find their strengths, find 

their personalities and teach that way and so I thought my 

role was to help them find, quickly, where they were on the 

drill sargeant to touchy feely hippy teacher scale, where 

are you on that. 
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4:31  Tim, what is this number? 

Tim:  So what um, initially intrigued you about 

becoming a helping teacher?  How did you come into that 

position?  You were asking me about the first time …or 

after the RIF? 

Cara:  Um, The previous helping teacher, when she 

decided she was going to take a teaching position back on a 

campus.  She Said you need to apply. 

Tim:  Who was that? 

Cara:  Linka 

Tim:  ah 

Cara:  and Karen also said she thought I should apply.   

Tim:  I didn‟t realize she had been a helping teacher. 

Cara:  She was me.  If it hadn‟t been for them telling 

me to apply, I wouldn‟t have applied. And so I applied and 

got it.  (5:33)  I was terrified of not being Linka Pace or 

Karen Foster.  And at that time the job had a whole lot 

less definition than it does now, and so I kind of had to 

create it. 
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