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Abstract
A growing body of literature on teacher learning highlights that teachers are not likely to change their practices as a result of participating in traditional one-shot conference and workshop  professional development activities, and suggests that a more effective approach is a teacher-driven, situated, collaborative, and sustained one (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Brown et al., 1995; Bruce, 2010; Burke, 2013; Cochran Smith & Lytle, 1999; Little, 2002; Nelson, Slavit, Perkins, & Hathorn, 2008; Putnam & Borko, 2000; Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001; Smith, Hofer, Gillespie, Solomon, & Rowe, 2008; Wood, 2007). Research shows that Critical Friends Groups (CFG) can be an effective way to enact this type of professional development (Bambino, 2002; Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Curry, 2008; Dunne et al., 2000; Kember et al., 1997; Swaffield, 2004, 2005).
As a first grade teacher, I was aware that my colleagues and I had few meaningful opportunities to learn with and from each other. Therefore, I sought to introduce Critical Friends Groups in order to understand how elementary teachers in an independent school experienced research-based professional development focused on writing instruction. The three products in this paper reflect the outcomes and challenges relating to the implementation of a CFG in a school that previously had not used this form of professional development. First, in an article written for publication in a practitioner journal, I detail the CFG processes that supported changes to teachers’ practices and community and collegial benefits that occurred as a result of participating in a CFG focused on student writing. Next, I present teacher training sessions to describe how the CFG implementation process and the factors that influenced the implementation in order to help teachers consider how to drive their own change efforts forward within their school contexts. Finally, a facilitator’s handbook describes the roles, responsibilities, challenges, and possible solutions that are required in order to be an effective CFG facilitator.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Since the adoption of policies such as No Child Left Behind and more recently, the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for ELA and Mathematics (Common Core State Standards: Development Process, 2015), approaches to teaching and learning have shifted to meet the high standards demanded by federal and state governments. In response, researched and identified best practices in teacher professional development have been put in the spotlight to ensure teachers have in-depth content knowledge, are equipped to deliver high quality instruction, and can utilize the results of student and teacher data to inform, improve, and implement new approaches to instruction and assessment. 
Unfortunately, most teachers’ professional learning experiences are generally poor, comprised of “a patchwork of opportunities – formal and informal, mandatory and voluntary, serendipitous and planned – stitched together into a fragmented and incoherent ‘curriculum’” (Ball & Cohen, 1999 as cited by Wilson & Berne, p. 173). Often, teachers’ learning comes in the form of “one and done” workshops, where teachers are expected to learn from a “sage on a stage” often in a session of brief duration, not long enough to make an impact on practices (Bruce, Esmonde, Ross, Dookie, & Beatty, 2010; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Wilson & Berne, 1999). This approach to instruction typically focuses on teacher-centered instruction, is concept-centered, and is de-contextualized from the school culture, colleagues, and students each teacher is working with, despite research that advocates for learner-centered environments that “build upon strengths, interests, and needs of the learners” (Bransford, 2000, p. 192; Bruce et al., 2010; Wilson & Berne, 1999). These typical professional development conditions make it challenging for teachers to successfully use what, if anything, they have learned, especially when they lack sustained guidance and feedback if they try out new practices (Bransford, 2000; Garet et al., 2001). 
Much of the literature on teacher learning does confirm that teachers are not learning much through the traditional one-shot conference and workshop approach to professional development, and suggests that a more effective approach is a teacher-driven, situated, collaborative, and sustained one (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Brown et al., 1995; Bruce, 2010; Burke, 2013; Cochran Smith & Lytle, 1999; Little, 2002; Nelson, Slavit, Perkins, & Hathorn, 2008; Putnam & Borko, 2000; Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001; Smith, Hofer, Gillespie, Solomon, & Rowe, 2008; Wood, 2007). This research demonstrates that situating learning within teachers’ schools and classrooms provides teachers with the opportunity to collaboratively problem solve authentic problems of practice, ensures the learning is sustained over time, and distributes the learning across an organization (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Garet et al., 2001; Wilson & Berne, 1999; Wood, 2007). For teachers, when learning is situated within their own schools and with their own colleagues, their work can be contextualized, job-embedded, relevant, and aligned coherently with their current work and that of their colleagues (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Putnam & Borko, 2000). Teachers, alongside their colleagues, are able to problem solve as practitioners working on authentic teacher activities, the ordinary practices of their school culture, in order to develop strategies and solutions to their actual problems of practice (Brown et al., 1995).
When teachers have time and supportive structures to talk to each other in meaningful ways about substantive issues of practice, they can learn from one another’s experiences and expertise, construct new knowledge that can transform practice, and potentially, shift a school learning culture from a content-centered approach to one that encourages a deeper understanding of problems of practice (Burke, 2013; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Putnam & Borko, 2000). This approach to learning is undergirded by an inquiry-based conception of professional development where teachers “engage in joint construction of knowledge through conversation and other forms of collaborative analysis and interpretation” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999, p. 294). Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) conceptualize this generative form of knowledge as “knowledge-of-practice,” where all teachers, novice and veteran alike, are assumed to have the capacity to contribute towards building new knowledge relevant to addressing their problems of practice. Teachers begin to see themselves as part of a community of learners as they collaboratively deprivatize their practice, improve the substance and quality of collegial dialogue, building their collective capacity to improve and change practice as (Franke et al., 2005; Little, 2012).
	Teachers’ ability to learn, communicate, and problem solve are enhanced by the use of artifacts and tools that help generate and distribute their knowledge and learning within the school community (Nelson et al., 2008; Putnam & Borko, 2000). Examples of artifacts include student and teacher work. Student work that can be used to highlight a particular problem or dilemma includes writing samples, assessments, student portfolios, and observation notes of their interactions in the classroom. Rather than relying on self-reported descriptions of student learning, teachers use artifacts to serve as evidence of what children “do, say, and produce in the course of everyday instruction” (Little, 2012, p. 9). When they do so, they provide teachers with the opportunity to look deeply at authentic examples of students’ actual learning and thinking. Additionally, teacher work such as lesson plans, assessments, and observed or videotaped lessons can also be used for practice-related inquiry, making visible what is often invisible in day-to-day practice. Similar to the way in which student work creates a common learning focus, the use of tools such as conversation protocols help foster a collaborative, shared learning experience (Little, 2012; Nelson, et al., 2008; Wood, 2007). 
While the collaborative, situated approach to teacher learning clearly has advantages for learning, the factor predicting whether learning will actually be retained and acted upon is sustainability. When learning experiences are longer in duration, and a series of those experiences are held with intensity and regularity over time, teacher learning is positively impacted (Garet et al., 2001; Little, 2012; Newmann et al., 2001; Smith et al., 2008). Sustained learning experiences provide multiple opportunities for teachers to engage in collegial dialogue that promotes alignment and coherence between their goals and experiences, content areas, and standards (Little, 2012). The more time devoted to teacher learning, the more chances there are for teachers to participate in demonstrations, observations, classroom implementation, reflection, collaborative problem solving, and knowledge generation--the kinds of professional development that can lead to long term change and improvement (Bruce et al., 2010). While it takes time to grow and develop a professional community that can support collaborative, meaningful learning, the value of professional development that has scope and depth should not be underestimated in its impact on teacher learning (Feinman-Nemser, 2001). 
While there is still a need for more research that looks at the causal relationship (versus correlational) between teacher learning and improved student achievement, it seems likely that by improving teachers’ learning experiences, positive changes can be anticipated in instruction and teacher practice. With the growing understanding that effective professional development can positively affect teacher quality, more research is surfacing on different enactments of effective professional development, including different approaches to teacher learning communities. There are varying conceptions and definitions of teacher learning communities that have evolved through the years. For the purposes of this study, I will focus specifically on Critical Friends Groups as one example because it is the approach I used for this study. 
A growing number of studies are finding that Critical Friends Groups (CFGs) can be an effective approach to support teacher learning because they are situated, sustained, and collaborative (Bambino, 2002; Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Curry, 2008; Dunne et al., 2000; Kember et al., 1997; Swaffield, 2004, 2005). According to the National School Reform Faculty (NSRF), founded by the Annenberg Institute for School Reform in 1995 to support the development of and training for CFG facilitators, CFGs are defined as “5-12 members who commit to improving their practice through collaborative learning and structured interactions (protocols), and meet at least once a month for about two hours” (NSRF, n.d.) and can include coaches, administrators, and teachers who individually and collaboratively reflect on student work, as well as their own work, as a way to improve practice and reach student learning goals.  Since NSRF developed the CFG training program, more than 1,000 CFG coaches who work in 700 schools have been trained (Dunne et al., 2000).
In CFGs, participants are trained to be more than simply congenial friends or colleagues; they become “critical friends.” There are many definitions of this term; however, the most cited and referred to definition comes from Costa and Kallick (1993) who explained that “a critical friend is a trusted person who asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined through another lens, and offers critique of a person’s work as a friend. A critical friend takes the time to fully understand the context of the work presented and the outcomes that the person or group is working toward. The friend is an advocate for the success of that work” (p. 50). CFGs ask teachers “to construct their own learning through a repeating cycle of inquiry, reflection, and action” (Curry, 2008, p. 736) with the goal of increasing and improving student learning through evolving teacher practices. CFG facilitators use conversation protocols to guide discussions and provide a common, collegial language and work format for participants to do problem solving, peer observations, goal creation and setting, and analyses of teacher and student work with a constant focus on improving student learning.
While the body of research focused specifically on CFGs is fairly limited and largely descriptive, researchers have found that participation in professional development reflecting characteristics similar to CFGs increased new knowledge through the process of critical discussion and questioning developed shared understandings of teaching and learning, students, content, and contexts; increased collaboration and improved collegial relationships; increased knowledge about new best practices; and increased participants’ willingness to change their practices (Burke, et al., 2001; Curry, 2008; Dunne et al., 2000; Nelson, 2005; Nelson, 2009; Williams, 2012). Teachers reported the factors that contributed towards these outcomes were the continual, sustained work aimed at improving practice, and the systematic and collaborative collegial interaction that are typical of CFGs (Dunne et al., 2000). 
Developing trust between critical friends is key to the success of the group, and yet it is one of the greatest challenges of implementing successful CFGs (Bambino, 2002; Dunne, 2000; Kember, 1997; Kersey, 2014; Kuh, 2015; Swaffield, 2004). CFG procedures that focus on description and understanding as a means to develop implications for practices rather than evaluation are designed to build a trustworthy learning environment (Selkrig, 2015). Trust is also established through team-building activities, a sense of shared responsibility towards student learning, as well as time given for critical friends to gain an understanding of each other’s contexts, purposes, and use of data shared during the meetings (Bambino, 2002; Dunne, 2000; Kember, 1997; Swaffield, 2004). Once trust is established, teachers are more likely to collaborate openly and honestly with one another, one of the most important aspects of CFGs and a cornerstone of all teacher learning communities. Trust is a necessary component for people to be able to give and receive meaningful, substantive feedback, to be willing to share their challenges, and deprivatize their classrooms. Without trust, none of the potential benefits are possible (Bambino, 2002; Dunne et al., 2000; Storey & Richard, 2015; Swaffield, 2004). 
Problem of Practice
Far Brook School, the site for this study, is an independent school with a professional development budget the size of which most public schools would be envious. However, teacher learning opportunities adhere to the traditional “one and done” workshop approach.  Typically, teachers are sent out to learn about a topic from an expert and are then expected to come back to implement and share their learning; however, meaningful sharing and follow-through are rare. Instead, meeting time for faculty is typically spent on announcements, personal or emotional reflections, or unproductive discussions about challenging students; there is little structure or conclusive, actionable information for teacher practice disseminated or generated.  Despite the co-teaching model practiced in the school, which could facilitate collaborative professional learning, co-teachers’ and their associates’ communication generally consists of quick, informal, and spontaneous interactions. Time during the day when teachers could speak collegially with each other about teaching and learning is limited because they attend lunch with their students and prep periods are consumed by communicating with parents or student support services such as occupational therapists, tutors, reading specialists, etc. With only one class per grade level, teachers lack the support of additional grade level team colleagues, and there is no across grade common planning time. As a result, there are no structures and very limited time to encourage or help teachers reflect on, raise questions about, or generate thoughtful solutions to challenges in their classroom practices. Additionally, in the absence of a consistent teacher evaluation system, there is a lack of peer or supervisory feedback. Even communication with instructional support staff, such as the reading and learning specialists, is rare. These circumstances are likely to contribute to feelings of isolation, and teachers are left without the guidance or skills to communicate and work together collegially. 
Consequently, teaching is done “the way it’s always been done,” without supports directing teachers’ attention to raise meaningful questions about problems of practice, individual student learning needs, or collaborative problem solving, despite the fact that Far Brook prides itself on its progressive, child-centered curriculum. In the absence of any structures or staff such as team leaders, teacher leaders, or instructional coaches to provide relevant teacher learning, feedback, and reflection, teachers find themselves lacking confidence in their ability to deliver quality and individualized learning programs to their students (Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009).  As a result, there is strong need for teachers to learn how to learn with and from one another. Based on the literature, and on my own CFG experience, I saw CFGs as a promising practice that could address this need if implemented at Far Brook. 
Despite the fact that Far Brook is an independent school and, as such, is not required to adhere to the CCSS or meet other specific testing benchmarks, it is not immune to the intended and unintended outcomes of educational reform, such as changes in curriculum and demanding expectations, which are expressed via accreditation processes for independent schools. Far Brook is committed to staying current on best practices, as well as ensuring that its curriculum is competitive with its peer schools.  One example of this is its adoption of the widely acclaimed, research-based Teachers College Reading and Writing curriculum. Founded by Lucy Calkins, The Robinson Professor of Children’s Literature at Teachers College, The Teachers College Reading and Writing Project (TCRWP) was developed to support a literacy curriculum that is “student-centered, responsive, assessment-based instruction [with a] moral imperative to accelerate students’ development as readers and writers, and to help schools maintain a laser-like focus on improving teaching and learning” (“History: Teachers College Columbia University,” n.d.). Over 170,000 teachers have attended their weeklong literacy conferences to learn how to implement its approach to teaching literacy effectively in a data-based school culture (“History: Teachers College Columbia University,” n.d.). 
While many teachers from Far Brook have attended these weeklong institutes and workshops, the Teachers College writing instruction and assessment approaches were loosely enacted, if at all, and the quality was inconsistent across the school.  Not only do teachers at Far Brook lack a strong understanding of the writing curriculum and an idea of its progression, they do not have the time to examine or communicate about their students’ work to see if progress is actually occurring. As a first grade teacher there, I was aware that my colleagues and I have many learning needs, such as how to effectively implement new and changing curricula, but have few meaningful opportunities to deepen our understanding of the writing curriculum after attending the TC workshops and no opportunities to learn with and from each other. With this understanding, as well as a suggestion from the administration, writing instruction was chosen as the primary topic for the Critical Friends Group. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]The purpose of this case study was to understand how a Critical Friends Group (CFG) consisting of elementary teachers in an independent school experienced professional learning conversations focused on writing instruction. The study also examined how participation in the CFG influenced teachers’ practices and their interactions with one another, and how their participation in the CFG impacted their feelings about teaching.  Experiences were interpreted based on analysis of video recording transcripts and field notes of the meetings, anonymous teacher reflection documents written at the end of every meeting, transcripts of semi-structured interview conducted at the end of the school year, and field notes from “one-legged” interviews (Hall & Hord, 2001) with participants during and after the CFG implementation. 
Research Questions
The research question guiding this study were:
How do Far Brook School elementary teachers experience participation in a CFG which focuses on improving writing instruction? The following subquestions helped deepen and focus understanding of answers to this question:
a. In what ways does participation in the CFG influences teachers’ practices in the classroom?
b. How does teachers’ participation in the CFG influence the ways in which they interact with each other within the CFG? 
c. In what ways does teachers’ participation in the CFG impact their feelings about teaching? 
By examining what teachers’ experiences are when participating in CFGs, and consequently, how their practices, interactions with one another, and feelings about teaching are influenced by their participation, I intended to use what I learned, assuming the outcomes were positive, to help me make a case with the school administration to support school-wide, ongoing, high quality professional development as operationalized through CFGs. A limited quantity of research has been conducted on CFGs specifically (Burke, et al., 2001; Curry, 2008; Dunne et al., 2000; Williams, 2012), and this study can also contribute to the growing body of research describing what CFGs look like in action, what impact they can have on participants, and understanding ways to effectively initiate and sustain them.
Description of Dissertation
Together, the three products that were produced as a result of this study-- a practitioner journal article, a presentation intended for professional development for teacher leaders and administrators, and a CFG facilitator handbook-- fully encompass the traditional standards and requirements of a dissertation by providing reviews of relevant literature, as well as descriptions of data collection and data analysis methods in both practical and professional ways. Linking the findings, recommendations and implications from my study served as a practical way to communicate my results, and hopefully, foster positive change in teacher professional development. Each product was different in its format and content: the practitioner article focused on a teacher audience, describing the outcomes of using CFGs as an approach to improve writing instruction; the presentation series, aimed towards teacher leaders and administrators, outlined and described the elements of the organizational change process when implementing a research-based approach to professional development in a school that previously lacked one; finally, the handbook focused on providing potential CFG facilitators with the understandings, skills, and tools needed to facilitate an effective CFG in their school. 
	Practitioner Article. The first piece in my dissertation is an article aimed at a practitioner audience to be submitted for publication in a journal such as Teaching and Teacher Education. This article described the outcomes of teachers participating in a Critical Friends Group (CFG) that focused on improving writing instruction. Teaching and Teacher Education was selected as a potential outlet for this work for two reasons: 1) it reaches an audience of classroom teachers and teacher leaders who would potentially be interested in using this approach to professional development in general or to improve writing instruction specifically and 2) because of its aim to “enhance theory, research, and practice in teaching and teacher education through the publication of primary research and review papers” (Teaching and Teacher Education, 2017). The literature included in the article briefly describes best practices in supporting teacher learning, the characteristics of CFGs, and the benefits of using them as an approach to teacher professional development. The majority of the article provides the context of the study to give readers an understanding of what the teachers learned and most importantly, how they learned it. This includes how the research was conducted, descriptions of the sessions’ contents, and findings that focus on what structures supported successful teacher learning and what the teacher learning and community outcomes were. Finally, it includes implications that would be informative to other school and teacher leaders wanting to implement CFGs with the goal of improving teacher practice. 
Critical Friends Group Implementation Presentation and Materials. The second piece of my dissertation is a five-part presentation series focused on the process of implementing CFGs. Situating characteristics of change through the context of my study, participants are asked to reflect, investigate, and problem solve their own CFG implementation process in their own school context using conversation and thinking protocols. The first part of the presentation provides an introduction and overview of CFGs and their theoretical frameworks. The next session provides an overview of the factors that support successful change implementation. The remaining sessions of the presentation draw upon the literature regarding Fullan’s (2006) stages of change contextualized through my CFG. These underpinnings are instrumental in supporting the audience’s understanding of how to implement a process of improving professional development in their own environments. This product differs from the article in that it will address the question: when you plant the seed of high quality teacher learning, what happens next? 
A Critical Friends Group Facilitator Handbook. The final piece of my dissertation is a “Critical Friends Group Facilitator Handbook” which outlines the goals and role of a CFG facilitator, whether in a formal or informal role. This product differs from the first two in that the purpose of the handbook is to give facilitators an understanding of their role in CFGs, CFGs’ purpose and benefits, and consequently, the skills and tools needed to help support consistent, thoughtful, and effective teacher learning opportunities to their colleagues. I use the methods, experience, and results of my own study to guide facilitators in how to conduct CFGs that lead to successful teacher learning. The handbook begins with a brief introduction to the relevant research literature, a short description of my study’s conclusions, and the purpose for the handbook. Next, it takes facilitators through the strategies, resources, potential challenges (“Bends in the Road”), and possible solutions that should be considered when planning, facilitating, and sustaining successful CFG sessions. Sample conversation protocols are included in the handbook as well as a list of suggested items that can be used as data during conversations to highlight how their use led to intended and unintended outcomes in our school. These outcomes include changes in teacher practice, improved feelings of productivity, efficacy, morale, and respect among colleagues. 
It is my hope that these three products will go beyond the scope of my school and colleagues, and will contribute to the broader education community in re-thinking the what and the how of effective opportunities for teacher learning and professional development.
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Abstract
This case study examined how participants in a Critical Friends Group (CFG) consisting of elementary teachers in an independent school experienced professional learning conversations focused on writing instruction. The conversations were characterized by Earl and Timperley’s (2008) components of evidence-informed conversations--having an inquiry habit of mind, using relevant data, and cultivating relationships based on respect and challenge--to encourage productive professional conversations about writing instruction. Using structured conversation protocols and a writing assessment rubric to analyze and examine student writing across grade levels, teachers reflected on and revised their approaches and beliefs about writing instruction over multiple sessions. Analysis of field notes and observations of CFG meetings and individual, open-ended interviews with participants indicate that conversation protocols created norms, routines, and prompts to guide and structure purposeful collaboration, and the writing assessment text provided a lens through which teachers were guided in their analysis of student work. This resulted in changes to teacher practice and community and collegial benefits such as shared and distributed learning, emotional validation, and positive regard for a new way to approach professional learning. These findings are significant, because while there is growing research on CFGs, this particular study provides a narrative description of a variant to a CFG in its use of a shared professional text to support teachers’ inquiry. The findings point to ways in which CFGs can be used to enhance teacher learning, encourage changes in practice, and influence school culture. 
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Introduction
An approach to teacher learning that has been found to be effective is the teacher learning community (TLC) model. Teacher learning communities are a collaborative, situated approach to professional development in which teachers work together to problem solve, create new practices, and consult each other on problems of practice that are situated in their daily work as educators. The goal is to improve student achievement by identifying and articulating strategies for improvement, assessing the impact of those strategies, and continuously focusing on, designing, and evaluating improvement efforts (Bolam et al., 2005; Day, 1999; Levine, 2011; Little, 2012; Wood, 2007). When doing so with an inquiry-based approach to learning, teachers construct new knowledge through the process of critical discussion and questioning, developing shared understandings of teaching and learning, students, content, and contexts (Nelson, 2005; Nelson, 2009). Collaborative reflection and critique of teaching practices and student learning are part of the inquiry process, as teachers use their combined experiences and knowledge to examine and question problems of practice (Putnam & Borko, 2000). 
Teacher learning communities are enacted in various ways, going by different names such as professional learning communities (PLCs), teacher research groups, teacher study groups, and critical friends groups (CFG). Despite the differences across each of these, they all approach professional development through teacher-driven, collaborative, ongoing, data-driven learning activities focusing on improving teacher practice and, as a result, student achievement. 
The study described here focused on one type of teacher learning community: a critical friends group (CFG). First popularized in education in 1990s by the National School Reform Faculty (NSRF), CFGs ask teachers “to construct their own learning through a cycle of inquiry, reflection, and action” (Curry, 2008, p. 736). As a practitioner-driven professional learning experience, CFGs rely on participating teachers to share, generate, and co-construct their knowledge, experience, and expertise with the goal of increasing and improving student learning through evolving teacher practices. This approach to professional development was used for this study because it is aligned with best practices in teacher learning as well as with the community-centered culture of Far Brook School, the site where it was conducted. It was also chosen because of its contrast with the school culture. At the time, professional development at Far Brook consisted of the following practices: sending teachers out for workshops, bringing in an expert to conduct one-shot professional development sessions, and multiple faculty meetings a week. The meeting culture was very loose; meetings lacked agendas, structure, focus, and action driven, learning-centered conversations centered on the challenges teachers faced in their day-to-day work. Rarely was a topic sustained over time, and there was little or no follow up to any discussions that took place. Through CFGs, I sought to introduce an alternative: an on-going, teacher-driven, inquiry-based approach to the school that was grounded in PD best practices. 
The purpose of this case study was to understand how participants in a Critical Friends Group (CFG), consisting of elementary teachers in an independent school who had had no school-based experiences with this PD approach, experienced professional learning conversations focused on writing instruction. The research questions guiding this study were: How do Far Brook School elementary teachers experience participation in a CFG which focuses on improving writing instruction? In what ways does participation in the CFG influence teachers’ practices in the classroom? 
[bookmark: _33yxxds6r7yx][bookmark: _tkvzxh9188ra]Research Design
[bookmark: _y1os251g3zy5]	A qualitative case study approach was used to understand the experiences of teachers who participated in a newly initiated CFG focused on improving writing instruction at Far Brook School. A case study was the most appropriate design because I was interested in understanding a particular phenomenon over time within a specific context (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 1990). In this case, I sought to understand the experiences of a specific group of teachers within their school context as they participated in the CFG approach to professional development, which they had not experienced previously. Specifically, I was interested in examining what teachers reported about how their participation in the CFG influenced their practices as learners and teachers. In order to get a holistic understanding of this bounded system, I used multiple sources of evidence such as interviews, observations, and transcripts meeting videos to develop an in-depth description of the CFG meetings (Creswell, 2007). My case study enabled me to explore emerging topics, issues, and themes relating to the participating teachers’ experiences. 
Research Site
Far Brook School is a Pre-K through eighth grade progressive, independent school serving approximately 233 students, 40% of whom are students of color (“Far Brook at a Glance,” n.d.). The student population of the school consists primarily of children from upper-middle class families; most parents have white-collar jobs. Far Brook is located in Short Hills, New Jersey, which was recently named by Time.com as the richest town in America. The school was founded in 1948 and prides itself on its long standing traditions and its commitment to the arts. It is led by a Head of School and two divisional heads. There are approximately 37 full and part-time faculty members including classroom teachers, associate teachers, and special area teachers. 
Participants
	The purposive sample of participating faculty was identified through specific selection criteria because I wanted to collect data in a specific setting (Merriam, 2009) with first through third grade co-teachers and their associate teachers. This group was chosen because they were not consistently using curriculum or assessment tools to assess and plan their writing instruction. Additionally, Nursery, Kindergarten, and Specials area teachers were invited to participate or observe voluntarily. Each meeting was attended by an average of seven (out of eight) participants, most regularly by first and second grade teachers. Attendance was spottier for others due to a teacher who went on maternity leave in third grade, and competing priorities for others. 
Table 1
Participant Information 
	Name
	Role
	Years of Experience
	# Meetings Attended

	Gabriella
	Kindergarten Associate Teacher
	< 3 years teaching
	1

	Jennifer
	First Grade Teacher
	11 years teaching, 6 years in education policy
	6

	Margaret
	First Grade Associate Teacher
	< 1 year teaching
	6

	Morgan
	Second Grade Teacher
	16 years teaching
	5

	Joy
	Second Grade Teacher
	29 years teaching
	5

	Julie
	Second Grade Associate Teacher, Graduate Student at Teachers College, Columbia University 
	10 years teaching 
	1

	Marissa
	Third Grade Teacher, returned mid-year from maternity leave
	16 years teaching
	4

	Maria
	Third Grade Teacher
	
	6

	*Kathy
	Fourth Grade Teacher
	3 years teaching
	1

	*Leah
	Fifth Grade Teacher
	5 years teaching 
	1

	*Alan
	Fifth Grade Associate Teacher
	1 year teaching
	1

	Elizabeth
	Resource Room Teacher
	30 years teaching
	5

	Pamela
	Lower School Director
	43 years combined teaching and in administration
	4

	*Natalie
	Lower School Art Teacher
	30 years teaching 
	1

	*Catherine 
	Lower School French Teacher
	10 years teaching 
	1

	[bookmark: _GoBack]Janet
	Lower School Science Teacher
	22 years teaching
	3

	*David
	Woodshop Teacher
	7 years teaching
	1

	*Erika
	Lower School Music Teacher
	10 years teaching
	1

	*Maeve
	Literacy Specialist (Grades 4-8)
	11 years teaching, 1 year literacy specialist
	1


*Participated as a result of the CFG being offered as a professional development day option from a menu of choices 
Description of CFG Meetings
From December 2015 through May 2016, CFG meetings were held approximately every three weeks on Fridays for about 50 minutes during a required meeting time for a total of eight sessions. Teachers were expected by administration to attend. During the initial meeting, time was given to collaboratively set goals and establish norms. Six of the eight meetings followed a very similar format where a conversation protocol was used to guide participants through a presenter’s description of a problem of practice, its characteristics and context, participant feedback, and then finally solutions, strategies, and suggestions. The National School Reform Faculty (2014) library of protocols states, “A protocol consists of agreed upon guidelines for a conversation. This type of structure permits very focused conversations to occur. [They are used] for looking at student and adult work, giving and receiving feedback, solving problems or dilemmas, observing classrooms or peers, to push thinking on a given issue and to structure a discussion around a text.” (NSRF, 2014). Additionally, protocols provide “norms,” or “guidelines” that are designed to foster a safe, respectful environment in which to give and receive feedback. While researchers have found that some participants may find protocols constraining or anxiety-inducing, most identify these features as contributing to the success of CFGs and can be mitigated by skilled facilitation (Curry, 2008; Wachob, 2011).
I modified the traditional NSRF described CFG approach that relies solely on conversation protocols and data (student work, teacher work, assessment data), to include the use of a professional text during all eight sessions. We used the book, Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K-5 (Calkins, 2013) as a resource for describing student work and writing assessment rubrics. This resource was recommended by Julie, a second grade teacher who was interning at TCRWP at the time, because of its alignment with the school’s writing curriculum. Most frequently the use of professional texts is limited to disseminating knowledge and is a departure from typical CFGs. However, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) argue that teacher knowledge of practice can be constructed through the use of “a wide range of texts” (p. 295) as long as they are treated as sources to be interrogated, critiqued, problematized, and use in the task of generating new knowledge. 
While most of the meetings followed the format described above, two of the meetings did not. One meeting asked participants to engage in a critical discussion after reading a chapter from Writing Pathways (2013). This session was developed after one of the regularly scheduled meetings was re-scheduled for a professional development day and was offered as an option to all faculty or staff at the school. With the addition of new and potentially one-time-only participants who hadn’t attended previous meetings (i.e., specials area teachers, upper grade level teachers, support staff), I decided to switch the content of the meeting from a student work analysis to a text analysis in order to increase the applicability of the learnings to a more diverse group of participants. 
During another one of the meetings, Julie, the presenting teacher, shared teacher work rather than student work for feedback. She presented and demonstrated how to use a record keeping tool she created to help support her data collection during student conferences based on the writing rubrics. She explained how she used the data she collected using the tool as documentation of each student’s writing progress and how it could be used to inform future individualized teaching points. Using a protocol to study, question, and critique the tool, the participating teachers revised the tool to make it more feasible and applicable to their work. 
The participants relied on the conversation protocols to structure their conversations, help generate deeper understanding, and encourage problem solving, while the professional text provided common definitions, terminology, and grade-level benchmarks for student work analysis. The protocols and rubrics were used simultaneously to enhance both of their functions as tools to guide inquiry, construct meaning, and generate conversation and knowledge. Each meeting ended with a request that participants to fill out an anonymous teacher reflection slip to focus on its content, its implications, and the process itself. 
Data Collection Procedures and Analysis
The data sources for this study were CFG meeting video recording transcripts, field notes written during the meetings, anonymous teacher reflection documents, semi-structured interview transcripts, and one-legged interview field notes. Individual “one-legged” interviews (Hall & Hord, 2011, p. 79) were conducted periodically throughout the study to gather informal feedback. Formal interviews using a semi-structured protocol were conducted mid-way through the year (primarily in February) and then in May at the conclusion of our CFG to gain information on changes in teachers’ practices. The data was coded, and sorted by codes that emerged inductively, while others were created deductively, based on the literature associated with CFGs and teachers’ practices as teachers and learners. 
Researcher Role
My role in the CFG was as a participant-observer and as someone who was interested in implementing CFGs to improve practice. I also acted as facilitator because others had not yet experienced or had training in CFG facilitation. My experience facilitating professional development included doctoral course work that required guided practice and participation in the facilitation of CFGs, as well as during a pilot study when I initially introduced the concept of CFGs to the school. I had been co-teaching first grade at Far Brook for five years at the time of the study. Although I had an interest in the success of the CFG as both a researcher and facilitator, I participated in the conversations as a practitioner, like the others, interested in improving my instructional practice. According to Merriam (2009), due to the nature of qualitative research, “subjectivity and interaction are assumed” (p. 127). That being said, I had a responsibility as participant-observer to identify the effects of my role and account for them when analyzing and interpreting the data.
[bookmark: _rqvinmgtckgw][bookmark: Findings]To understand the advantages and disadvantages of being a participant-researcher in a professional development activity that I facilitated with my colleagues, it is important to clarify my role at Far Brook School as a first grade teacher. My familiarity with the participants, the school culture, and the curriculum, enabled me to better understand group dynamics, teacher personalities, and what occurred during the CFG meetings. However, it could have reduced my ability to look at the data as objectively as possible, and participants might not have been comfortable expressing critique of the process for fear of hurting my feelings or it having a negative impact on my study or the process. My own bias and experience seeing CFGs as an effective approach towards professional development could have made it difficult for me to see the challenges or negative outcomes of CFGs. To increase the trustworthiness of the data I collected and the interpretation I brought to them, I engaged in triangulation, member-checking, peer review/examination, and clarification of researcher bias (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 2009).
Findings
The data indicated that specific processes and tools used during the CFG supported teachers’ learning and changes in practice. Partipcants reported that these processes fostered safe and productive conversations about teaching and learning, facilitated the development of shared and distributed learning, and provided a sense of emotional validation. As a result, participants reported benefits in both community and classroom practices. While the findings described in this section may be unique to the specific setting where the research was conducted, the benefits described may be attainable for most teachers who participate in a CFG as a way to improve their teaching, better meet the needs of their students, and feel more satisfied with their work (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). 
CFG Processes and Protocols
The CFG utilized two processes that were instrumental in supporting teacher learning and changes in practice. These were the use of conversation protocols and the professional text, Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K-5 (Calkins, 2013). Conversation protocols were used to structure the meetings the interactions that occurred within it, while the contents were driven by whichever grade level teacher was presenting student writing during that session, and the corresponding book section from Writing Pathways (Calkins, 2013). Each meeting began with the facilitator (myself) reviewing the agenda for the meeting, which included pointing out the conversation protocol selection as well as reviewing which teacher was presenting student work and their problem of practice, or dilemma. Next, the presenting teacher would share the student work and the dilemma associated with it. Using a protocol, participants responded to various prompts that led them through rounds of conversation. In order to build coherence around curricular terminology and grade level benchmarks, teachers used descriptions of writing expectations and assessment rubrics from Writing Pathways to analyze the student work. 
Conversation Protocols. The school’s usual approach to professional conversations was very informal and loose, resulting in faculty conversations going off topic, covering too many topics on their surface, and/or ending without closure or action steps. This changed in the CFG. What set the CFG approach apart, according to participants, was the use of conversation protocols. As Morgan described it, “protocol usage is an efficient and valuable tool in shaping a conversation to be action/outcome driven.” The specific prompts provided by the protocols encouraged teachers to question, observe, generate curiosities, and ultimately make recommendations or provide feedback based on a relatively deep understanding of the presenting teacher’s problem of practice which emerged from the preceding rounds of the protocol. The rounds and prompts provided a language and structure, that helped teachers “learn how to analyze and better give feedback...as well as how to discuss a growing writer's piece” (anonymous reflection form). By listening to each other’s responses, teachers were able to build on colleagues’ feedback and generate new ideas and learning.
Teachers felt that the protocols were helpful in focusing conversations on a single topic which allowed them to work on the selected topic in depth instead of skipping around on the surface of many topics. This allowed for participants to arrive at tangible conclusions in an efficient manner. As a result, Marissa, felt that 
the conversations were much more productive [than the usual ones]. I think they were more productive because the group was very focused and had one objective to accomplish. The CFG stayed on topic and did not go in ten different directions…The difference between other meetings and [the] CFG was that we had a focused question and had to stay on topic. With the format of going in a circle and having everyone respond in order, it forced us to stay on topic and not get pulled in a different direction.
The traditional norm at school meetings or learning experiences is to encourage teachers to speak at will. Often, this results in one or two voices monopolizing the conversation, tangential comments that could take the conversation off track, and the over-representation of some opinions while others remained unheard. The conversation protocols offered communication norms and routines such as taking turns speaking and encouraging an equal level of participation. Marissa felt that the structure and norm of “having everyone respond in order” helped eliminate interruptions and prevented the problem of “only 1 or 2 people talking the entire time.” She also felt that getting to “hear from people who may not normally talk or share during meetings” was beneficial in providing a perspective she often didn’t have a chance to hear. 
Following a protocol teaches “habits that we wish we already had: to take the time to listen and notice, to take the time to think about what we want to say, to speak up less (or speak up more), to give and receive graciously both forthright praise and forthright critique…[and] force the raising of questions, the suspension of judgement, and the withholding of response” (McDonald, Mohr, Dichter, & McDonald, 2013, p.7). Jennifer pointed out that giving each person a designated opportunity to participate helped create a safe, unintimidating structure because “you can’t interrupt, you can listen and reflect.” During an interview, Morgan emphasized how important those small, quiet moments of reflection were when she said, “CFG participation…made me realize that the quiet time to think on my own - even having sixty seconds before my next class to be intentional about my work, my goal for the class - is so different than the way I teach now…I think I always knew the value of reflection, but our CFG brought it home for me.” The use of conversation protocols slowed teachers down and encouraged them to describe and deepen understanding rather than rush to evaluate and tell others what to do, to listen to and reflect upon a fully unpacked dilemma, and enabled them to give more thoughtful and meaningful feedback. 
Professional Text. The use of the professional text, Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K-5 (Calkins, 2013) in conjunction with the conversation protocols added even greater focus and productivity of conversations. The use of an external source is a deviation from the traditional CFG process. However, the data demonstrated that using the professional text deepened the group’s collective understanding of the curriculum and grade level expectations, thus increasing the application and understanding of text and, as a result, curricular cohesion and implementation fidelity. The book provided a series of grade level writing rubrics that guided teachers in their evaluation of student writing development, elaboration, and conventions. Formalized analysis of student work was new for the participants, so anchoring their inquiry using a common assessment rubric helped form objective, rather than subjective, claims regarding the student or the work.
Because the rubrics follow a developmental progression, they gave teachers consistent, clear standards to assess where students fell on a continuum across writing domains. These standards were helpful in giving teachers context while analyzing student work using a protocol. For example, the “Describing Student Work: A Slice of Writing” (NSRF, n.d.) protocol is a popularized protocol for teachers to use when looking at student writing samples. This protocol asks participants to respond in rounds based on their general impressions, as well as the literal/physical characteristics, style, tone, and audience, themes, and missing elements of the writing. In order to frame the conversation within the context, progression, and expectations of the writing curriculum teachers were using, I adapted the protocol so that the rounds reflected specific elements of writing development, elaboration, and conventions from Writing Pathways (Calkins, 2013). Additionally, as a result of using a professional text and a system of rubrics that were both developed by the writing curriculum’s author Lucy Calkins, teachers’ understanding of the curriculum’s overall approach to teaching writing was reinforced.  
In addition to using Writing Pathways’ (Calkins, 2013) assessment rubrics, one of the sessions asked participants to engage in a critical discussion regarding the chapter, “Using Early Results to Plan and Adapt Your Writing Curriculum” (Calkins, 2013) using the “The Four A’s” (NSRF, 2015) protocol. This protocol guides teachers through conversation rounds to unpack assumptions, agreements, arguments, and aspirations relating to the content of the text. Anonymous teacher reflection forms indicated teachers learned new strategies when planning for, carrying out, and assessing instruction as a result of sharing their opinions, suggestions, and solutions in an “efficient and well-organized discussion” around a professional text. The use of a professional text in conjunction with a conversation protocol fostered the integration of outside expertise with the groups’ existing professional wisdom to generate new knowledge.  
Community and Collegial Benefits 
	Using the protocols and professional text, teachers formed new habits and ways of interacting with one another, resulting in benefits as a community and as colleagues. The new approach for structuring their talk during designated professional learning time supported collaborative discussions that generated and distributed knowledge and provided opportunities to hear new and unique perspectives. By hearing a variety of perspectives, teachers felt an enormous sense of emotional validation and affirmation as well as a heightened level of respect for their colleagues. 
Meaningful Collegial Conversations. Having spent many hours in unproductive meetings and professional development experiences where participants could speak at will, or not at all, many teachers expressed appreciation for the ways in which the CFG differed from previous professional development experiences at the school. They valued the ways in which the CFG organized and structured their time together, gave equal opportunity for participants to speak, and encouraged goal-oriented conversations. When comparing the CFG to other learning experiences, Jennifer stated, “I realized how poor the professional development at our school is. This [realization] was frustrating.” Marissa confirmed the positive difference stating, “having the time to meet with colleagues to analyze and discuss student work was rewarding.”
Teachers also reported that the CFG provided a meaningful space, time, and focus for reflection on their practice, something that Brookfield (1990) says is often neglected in exchange for the “thick and fast” (p. 50) dissemination and assessment of new ideas and knowledge. For example, during one of the CFG sessions, Pamela observed that participating in the CFG was “really great because we can take the time to really be thoughtful about what's going on in that moment for [a student].” She added, “I think it's a great process ... and probably one that, for me personally, forces me to sit down, really look at this…We're [usually] multitasking in so many different ways.” 
Teachers saw CFG conversations as an unusual opportunity to reflect upon teaching dilemmas, as well as to develop actionable strategies, skills, and tools that could be used to improve instruction, and/or in planning. Morgan noted having concrete outcomes of the collegial conversations engendered by the work of the CFG was in contrast to her prior experiences. She explained that “many faculty meeting and professional development experiences generate amazing conversation, but things never go any further. With our CFG, I didn't feel that our work stopped when the conversation ended or when our time ran out; I could take ideas with me to really work on in productive, useful, interesting, informative ways.” Unlike previous PD experiences, participants observed that the CFG provided space and time for teachers to actively listen, reflect, and build on their colleagues’ contributions, elevating the quality of conversation and resulting in feelings of accomplishment. 
Widening the Teaching Lens. Previously, teachers’ insight into their teaching was limited to their own isolated, privatized practices, with little to no opportunities for feedback. By discussing problems of practice in the CFG, teachers widened their scope to include their colleagues’ observations, suggestions, and solutions regarding their students’ progress, and how it can be used to inform their practice. Having opportunities to get input from their colleagues helped teachers look and think differently about their teaching, their students’ strengths and challenges, and themselves as learners. By participating in generative conversations about practice, teachers expanded their view to include new ways of learning and communicating, simultaneously learning from one another in the process.
Even participants who were not specifically tasked with teaching writing found the CFG helpful because it increased their understanding of the skills, language, and approaches to instruction and assessment their colleagues were using. As a result, they felt encouraged to reflect on their own practices and integrate the concepts introduced by their colleagues to create more consistency and coherence across content areas. For example, the Lower School Art teacher, Natalie, reflected, “It’s hard for me to make it relate to what I’m doing…It’s sort of like putting somewhat of a square peg in a round hole, but I know that those skills do apply to the project I am working on with first grade. It gives me a little bit more of a background.” 
In addition to the synergy possible because different grade level and content area teachers participated in the CFG, as Natalie described, the CFGs also fostered interaction and learning between new and veteran teachers. First year associate teacher Margaret felt that she benefitted from the veteran teachers in the group, gaining “...meaningful suggestions and verbiage shared by seasoned teachers in regards to differentiating instruction for learners.” Meanwhile, Pamela, the lower school director, who has over thirty years of working at the school reflected that Jennifer helped her understand “how the writing lessons were set up… in supporting [the student] to be able to do [a skill] independently.” 
The benefit of meeting and talking about teaching and learning across grade levels was not limited to simply addressing teacher’s interests and curiosities, but also provided important information and insight as to, as an anonymous teacher stated in a reflection form, “how the skills learned across the grades progress.” Maria felt that having an understanding of what other grade levels were doing was important so she could “refer to it in her own class.” Morgan, who had participated in a CFG in the school where she had worked previously, agreed that “it's interesting to hear different points of view. I think especially in a small school, it's so nice to hear from a third grade teacher and first grade teacher; it's so easy to get the where did [my kids] come from and where are they going in half an hour. That's really magical.” 
The work in the CFG also illuminated the “grade level problems from year to year,” such as the understanding that students were not retaining sight word spelling from second to third grade.  This understanding led participants to consider ways to address this issue that they only became aware of as a result of working across grade levels in the CFG. These learning experiences and conversations led teachers to ask questions about the scope and sequence of the whole school writing curriculum, and Morgan wondered “how can we continue these important conversations between [lower school and upper school] divisions” to better ensure a cohesive, integrated school-wide curriculum? Because the CFG encouraged dialogue, learning, and problem solving across different grade levels and at times, content areas, it set potential groundwork for greater instructional coherence at the school. 
Strengthened Support Systems. Far Brook’s community prides itself on close social-emotional relationships between all its members. Brookfield (1990) asserts that these relationships are crucial for teachers “surviving education” (p.55). However, while warm, friendly, and polite congenial relationships between teachers foster supportive workplaces, they do little to improve and change actual practice (Selkrig & Keamy, 2014). Collegial relationships on the other hand, support teacher improvement and growth through reciprocal sharing and responding regarding problems of practice. However, teaching is often perceived as an isolating profession, without many opportunities for professional affirmation, input, feedback, or collegial interactions. Participants reported that the CFG helped undo this isolation, de-privatize their practice, and provide a lens into each other’s classrooms which helped them increase collegiality. Teachers believed that working together to solve problems and improve their practice gave them a sense of camaraderie, that they were “in this together,” and “not out there alone.” Morgan expressed “huge emotional validation” upon hearing her colleagues’ shared struggles, frustrations, and dilemmas:
As a new teacher in the school, CFG participation was so reaffirming and reassuring that I wasn't the only one feeling overwhelmed, confused, unsure…. It helped me to really see how hard everyone is working, how much everyone cares, and how we all are really feeling the same things... [the CFGs] normalized my feelings and experiences. 
In addition to having their work and emotions supported and validated by their colleagues, teachers gained appreciation for each other’s professionalism and contributions to their teaching and learning. Some teachers admired their colleagues’ openness to discussion and helping one another, while others observed how thoughtful everyone is about their practice. Morgan explained that 
It helped me to really see how hard everyone is working, how much everyone cares, and how we all are really feeling the same things. I definitely think that our interactions furthered our professional and personal relationships. CFGs to me automatically require trust, honesty, and bravery in being open to what others have to say about your practices. So rarely do we have time to interact as professionals or simply as people at school! The formality of protocol usage created a sense of order and safety in sharing and receiving feedback, and then engaging in the experience together created a sense of trust, unity, openness and community. Even the regularity of time to talk together about our teaching, to share success and frustration, brought us closer together - in a weird way, reminding us that we are all doing and feeling the same things!
Not only did the CFG experience bolster morale, it also supported teachers’ sense of professionalism and self-efficacy. In other words, through the experience, teachers grew in their “beliefs in their own ability to plan, organize, and carry out activities that are required to attain given educational goals” (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007, p. 613). Participating in a CFG encouraged teachers to contribute as both learner and expert to the work of the group, and placed teacher and student work at the front and center of each conversation. Jennifer felt that the experience “[helped] you feel like your work is meaningful and important.”
Classroom Practice Benefits 
In addition to the community benefits teachers experienced, they also described changes to their assessment, lesson planning, and instructional practices as a result of their participation in the CFG. Although the impact of these changes is beyond the scope of this paper, it seems likely that improved practices would contribute to increased student learning
Improved assessment. During the initial sessions, teachers from different grade levels brought in samples of student writing which the group analyzed using a conversation protocol. The group used grade-specific descriptive indicators from Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K-5 (Calkins, 2013) to reference as they contributed conversation round responses.  Most teachers typically had not implemented formal assessment and were used to using broad, subjective judgments to categorize or evaluate student writing. As such, assessment data was never recorded or used to inform planning or instructional practices. Teacher opinion was the primary source of data when communicating with families about student performance. In contrast, the rubrics give teachers to formatively assess their students’ use of structure, development, and language conventions and determine where students fall on the developmental continuum across one or multiple grade levels. Participants reported that using a conversation protocol to more closely investigate the rubric’s standardized, different areas of writing (development, elaboration, and conventions) more accurately revealed students’ strengths and areas of needed growth. For example, during one of the meetings, Kindergarten associate teacher, Gabriella, described how on a first glance she made the assumption that a student’s writing was on or above grade level, but when she referred to the rubric she noticed, “he’s not using the second grade words like ‘when,’ and ‘after,’ just ‘and,’ ‘then’’ and ‘so.’ He’s probably still [only] developing [that skill].” Maria also found that using the rubric “made [her] notice more little things” that helped her look more carefully at different elements of a writing piece, as opposed to subjective judgments of the piece as a whole. As a result, she was better able to evaluate her students’ writing. Multiple anonymous reflection forms indicated that others agreed that the rubric helped them more accurately evaluate student writing.
Teachers were able to look beyond each individual students’ writing strengths and needs, to “see what skills groups of students were needing to work on” (Morgan M, Third Grade Teacher, Interview) during one session where teachers analyzed and sorted their entire class’s writing according to the rubrics. Using a conversation protocol to guide their process, teachers noticed patterns and themes emerging across class and grade levels. For example, teachers found that often, students who appeared to be weak writers because of poor mechanics actually had strong structure and elaboration skills. Or, students were masking organization deficiencies with strong writing mechanics. 
Second grade teacher Morgan reported that by analyzing student work from other grade levels, she gained a better understanding of what other grade levels’ skills were expected. This helped her know what to expect of students at the beginning of the year, as well as were they should be at the end of the year in order to be prepared for the next grade. As a result of the CFG, for the first time, all teachers in first through third grades were using a standardized, common instrument to formally assess their students’ writing, as well as a system for meaningful, generative discussions to inform their planning and teaching practices. Gaining clarity on a coherent progression of teaching objectives, conceptual connections, and learning goals year to year for both teachers and students was significant in its implication for improved instruction. 
Finally, Joy commented that in addition to using the rubrics to assess the students’ writing skills, they could also be used to assess the effectiveness of her instruction: “Not only do you have a record of what they're actually doing, but you have a record did they listen to the lesson and try out whatever you were talking about. So that was doubly good” (video transcript). 
Improved planning and instruction. The rubric helped teachers deepen their understanding of their students’ strengths and needed areas of improvement, and the progressive rounds of a conversation protocol increased teachers’ ability to make informed planning and instructional and then “look at [student] work and group [it] according to skills needed,” for future lessons and conferences. In their anonymous reflection forms, many teachers aspired to “use the rubrics to plan units of study” and “use the rubrics for writing more frequently when planning lessons, and when conferring with students.” Having a more concrete way to understand their students’ writing development and challenges enabled them to prepare more targeted and effective lessons, materials, and methods of differentiation. This approach, combined with using conversation protocols that require teachers to consider implications for practice, teachers felt inspired to change their practices. These changes included how they collected assessment data, planned for and implemented writing conferences, and selected and utilized instructional strategies. Overall, teachers developed a stronger conceptual understanding of what constitutes effective writing instruction. 
Using the rubric to assess student learning and the conversation protocol to generate implications, teachers were able to revise their approaches, strategies, and tools for planning and carrying out writing instruction. The rubrics helped Lower School Director Pamela ask herself, “So what is the next teaching problem for that child? What is it that you want to bring them to? What should be the focus?” Thinking about these questions was helpful to Marissa, because they “made it very easy to see where I needed to go with my teaching and what each group needed” and Jennifer felt she could “use the writing rubrics while planning and implementing a unit.” Other examples of implications that arose during the protocol included the first grade teachers reflecting on how they should break down and sequence lessons more intentionally, and third grade teachers realizing they needed to extend the length of their writing units after recognizing how much time it takes to engage in intentional and responsive planning, teaching, and assessment. Another example of changes in practice reported in anonymous reflection forms was the expressed desire to use more small group work to better differentiate their instruction. 
Student writing conferences are central to providing individualized writing instruction. Yet many teachers admitted during CFG meetings that they did not feel they implemented them effectively. Issues that emerged were that when they conferenced with students, they often improvised, addressed too many areas of needed improvement which overwhelmed students, or lacked a goal or a focus. By using a protocol that encouraged implications based on the analysis of student writing (in this case, according to a rubric), teachers developed a clearer understanding of what to expect from their students, and therefore could be clearer with students when meeting with them in individual writing conferences. For example, during a CFG meeting, Jennifer observed that “when you conference with that kid, having this rubric nailed in your head or with you on a clipboard is so important because you have to make momentary decisions… if you have that rubric as your guideline it's like you’re golden. It's so helpful.” Anonymous reflection forms also indicated that the rubric could help teachers be more intentional and productive during their student writing conferences by setting specific goals and giving more explicit feedback to their students. 
The CFG also helped teachers learn how to be more data collectors during writing conferences. Teacher notetaking during writing conferences can be a valuable tool for writing instruction, as it provides a record of what teaching points, writing strengths, and areas of opportunity are observed and discussed. However, teachers admitted that they did this inconsistently, with little follow up, or not at all. During a session when Julie (a second grade teacher and graduate student at Teachers College) shared a notetaking tool she developed as a result of working with the rubrics for feedback, Morgan was inspired to modify tools so she could collect and organize data more efficiently: “I really, really loved the different charts we explored for student data collection. I am still experimenting with them, but I regularly use [on a daily basis] several of the forms we shared during our group work to track data and then use it to inform my instruction.” 
In addition to supporting teachers in their planning before a student conference, the tool was also helpful for teachers while conferencing with students. Maria reported that “using the T-chart helped with setting goals during my writing conferences. So helpful, quick and convenient!” The tool was versatile enough that even Catherine, the Lower School French teacher, was able to imagine using it in her work: “I'm already thinking, ‘How can I apply that not just with writing and reading but orally. Just putting in one strength and one weakness, just so I can really focus on each child, and not just the group. Maybe one strength, one weakness, and think about each kid individually, ‘What is it that they need from me? Then, what is it that they have acquired?’” 
By participating in the CFG, teachers learned the skills, habits of mind, and resources that are helpful when using student work and formal assessments to insightfully and intentionally plan, carry out instruction, and record their students’ learning in effective, efficient, and informative ways. This is a significant departure from the school’s culture which promotes an informal, organic approach to teaching and does not consider assessment or record keeping as necessary to effective instructional practices. Using the rubrics to examine student writing samples provided a scope and sequence of benchmarks and gave teachers more confidence in their ability to plan, assess, and provide writing instruction. The use of protocols and the professional text helped teachers have productive and positive interactions with one another while enriching their understanding of writing development and instruction, resulting in collective improved practice.
Discussion and Implications
The data suggest that the use of protocols and a professional text in a CFG positively influenced participants’ instructional practices as well as their sense of community and collegiality, as well as. Overall, the CFG described in this study fully emulate Michael Fullan’s (2007) definition of a professional learning community because it promoted “reflective dialogue, deprivatization of practice, collective focus on student learning, collaboration, and shared norms and values” (p. 148-149). As Jennifer put it, 
We felt validated because we were treated as if our work had meaning and importance - that academics are important. I think we felt like we had a chance to grow professionally, to be considered relevant. Our voices were taken seriously, and we were able to actually take action in our classrooms with what we'd learned. It is also really gratifying to actually talk to teachers in other classrooms and realize that you are all a part of the shared goal of educating the student body. It has a feeling of "we are in this together" which I think is pretty gratifying.
As teachers learned new ways to interact with one another as colleagues, they created a sense of camaraderie and collegiality while generating new knowledge and improving their practice. These findings contribute to the growing body of literature which finds that CFGs deepen relationships and build strong social networks (Baskerville, et al., 2009; Curry, 2008; Kuh, 2015; Moore & Carter-Hicks, 2014; Williams, 2012). The teachers’ experiences in the CFG reflected change expert Fullan’s (2007) theory that empathetic and respectful interactions between colleagues builds on the agency and urgency of accomplishing an important task. In this way, teachers are building a culture of sharing and increasing their feelings of self-efficacy, or the “I can do this!” attitude (Fullan, 2007). This study’s findings support Brookfield’s (1990) claim that learning and emotions are connected. It particularly resonates with his assertion that when learners deviate from traditional ways of learning and thinking, overcome a challenging task, or understand a complicated idea, it can be exhilarating and exciting. Supporting positive attitudes towards teaching, as well as teachers’ sense of self-efficacy is an important factor in preventing emotional exhaustion and teacher burn-out (Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007). 
Implications for Administrators
While there were many positive outcomes to this study, it was not without bends in the road and important lessons learned. In order for CFGs to be successful and effective communities of practice that are sites for teacher learning, it is imperative to have administrative support to provide the structures and time needed to sustain them. While the lower school director attended most meetings, Jennifer expressed that she wished there was more participation by [additional] administrators so they could see the value in this work, and, in turn, reflect its importance in the schedule. That being said, it is recommended to invite and encourage all administrators to at least sit in on, if not participate, in a CFG meeting to demonstrate the benefits of teacher-directed, inquiry-based, data-driven approach to professional development. Having administrative support and buy-in towards CFGs increases the likelihood that time during the school day will be allotted for them. For example, I used positive outcomes from a pilot study to advocate for the need to have the CFGs during teachers’ school day schedule versus before or after school. As a result of securing time during the day, the CFG had consistent attendance and engaged teachers who may not have been able attend outside of the school day. 
The heterogeneous nature of the group was important to the CFG’s success in its ability to provide insights from a variety of content areas and grade levels. Due to the small size of the school, the group was automatically composed of teachers from across grade levels because there is only one class per grade level (each classroom has two co-teachers and an associate). Administration supported the participation of other teachers such the resource room teacher, literacy specialist, specials area teachers, and upper grade level teachers when their schedules allowed. The diverse composition of the group provided a wider range of opinions, perspectives, and suggestions. The variety of participants in the group enhanced the learning taking place in the CFG, and therefore, another recommendation is to ensure that a variety of faculty members are represented in the CFG groups. 
The primary challenges related to sustaining the CFG included working around teacher schedules and participant absences. Even though the meetings were scheduled to occur during faculty meeting times, occasionally they would be bumped due to last minute administrative needs, lack of participants due to other responsibilities, snow days, or illness. This made consistent attendance a challenge. Yet, consistent participation is key to building a collegial, trusting, and safe community.  One recommendation to encourage consistent participation and scheduling that emerged from this experience is to schedule CFGs during a bi-weekly prep period designated specifically for teacher learning so that teachers do not have to find extra time to participate. Scheduling the meetings bi-weekly will also ensure that not too much time between meetings occurs, even if one has to be cancelled due to unforeseen circumstances. 
Implications for Facilitators 
The faculty participating in the study were a notably enthusiastic, dedicated, and passionate group of teachers who were open to new ways of learning and teaching. It seems likely that this also helped the group succeed, so an implication for practice would be to start with willing, voluntary participants whose successes can be shared and can, in turn, plant a seed for wider school community enthusiasm and interest in voluntarily participating in CFGs. 
As a new practice, having teachers collect, prepare, and present data that reflected a problem of practice was cognitively taxing and an additional responsibility on top of an already burdensome workload. In order to reduce this burden on teachers, I sent out reminder emails to presenting teachers and participants, as well as helped to make copies of agendas, protocols, and student work samples. Therefore, it is recommended that facilitators consider these tasks as part of their responsibility in this role. 
Finally, while teachers felt that their participation was a good investment of their time, felt energized by the work of the group due to their learning, and made changes in their practice, the new approach contributed to their sense of what Fullan (2007) describes as “innovation overload” (p. 68), or as Reeves (2009) puts it, “initiative fatigue” (p. 14). With so many other initiatives taking place in schools, the expectation for participation in a teacher learning community such as a CFG focused on a topic chosen by administrators could have led teachers to view it as just another irrelevant initiative which could lead to resistance and resentment. In contrast to previous learning experiences, however, teachers felt that the experience of having supportive, productive, learning-filled conversations were worth their time and embraced this initiative. One strategy in preparing meaningful learning experiences that participates feel are worthwhile is to implement best practices of adult learning, or andragogy. This includes ensuring the learning experience has purpose and draws upon the teachers’ experiences, and is self-directed, experiential, applicable, and is internally motivating (Merriam & Bierema, 2014). Additionally, engaging participants in the planning and improvement of sessions, and acknowledging and celebrating positive outcomes in order to overcome any feelings of resistance that inevitably occur during any innovation or change are helpful approaches in sustaining motivation and buy-in (Brookfield, 1990). 
Conclusion
The CFG approach to professional development introduced new protocols and processes that were integral in supporting teachers’ interaction and learning as they reflected, assessed, planned, and made changes to their instruction. Using conversation protocols taught teachers a new approach to discussion that supported more thoughtful listening and responding to one another’s problems of practice. The professional text we used to add on to the traditional CFG format provided content knowledge and writing assessment rubrics that helped teachers gain an understanding of the scope and sequence of conventions, structure, and elaboration through developmental writing stages. The participating teachers expressed enthusiasm for receiving collegial support in addressing instructional challenges and improving their practices, but acknowledged how little time was devoted towards it. The use of tools in the CFG approach to teacher learning can play a powerful role in making the most of teacher productivity, efficiency, and efficacy. As a result of participating in this new collaborative process of analyzing student writing, teachers felt inspired to change their planning, instructional, and assessment practices.
The interactions between this diverse group of teachers during the shared experience of participating in a CFG reflected the respect teachers had for each other’s perspectives, expertise, and knowledge, their desire to create a more cohesive and coherent curriculum across grade levels and disciplines, and a deeper understanding and respect for what others were doing in their particular classrooms. Teachers felt emotionally validated regarding their struggles and challenges in the classroom by hearing from each other. They also acknowledged that they all had something to learn from one another. As a result, stronger collegial and trusting relationships were formed. 
Teachers must have ways to continue learning in order to improve and teach in ways that support the growing needs of their students. CFGs have the power to increase teachers’ knowledge, generate learning, and change teacher practices, interactions, and emotions towards each other and themselves as teachers and learners. By providing teachers with the opportunity to deprivatize their practice and engage in deep, meaningful conversations around problems of practice, CFGs can begin to unpack the complex nature of teaching and learning. 
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Chapter Three: Critical Friends Group Implementation Presentation and Materials
[bookmark: _Toc536701068]CRITICAL CHANGES THROUGH CRITICAL FRIENDS



Target Audience: Teacher Leaders and K-12 Administrators
Logistics: Approximately Five 1-Hour training sessions; Approximately 20 participants 
Trainer: Erin Comollo, Ed.M., Ed.D. candidate at Rutgers University




Learning Goals:
The goals of these training sessions are to:
1. Increase knowledge and skills regarding Critical Friends Groups (Cognitive) 
2. Increase comfort level in implementing Critical Friends Groups (Affective)
3. Identify the components and challenges of implementing change.  (Cognitive)
Training Objectives:
· Participants will learn about the components and roles of participants in Critical Friends Groups
· Participants will learn about theoretical background and benefits of Critical Friends Groups
· Participants will learn about the stages of change and the factors that support successful change implementation 
· Participants will analyze how the stages of change impact the implementation of Critical Friends Groups in their school settings 
· Participants will identify contributing factors and challenges when implementing Critical Friends Groups in their school context
Needs Assessment Plan: 
Participants will be informally polled upon the start of the training session to assess educational role and rationale for attendance. This will help me tailor my workshop and to anticipate obstacles I might encounter with the participants involved. Since this training is voluntary, it can be assumed most participants are already interested in learning about Critical Friends Groups. 


Critical Changes through Critical Friends Instructional Outline
	Session
	Activities
	Duration

	1
	Introduction to Critical Friends Groups
· Opening Activity: Reflection on a Word
· Theoretical Frameworks
· What are CFGs?
· Fears and Hopes Activity
	55 minutes

	2
	Thinking about Critical Friends Groups and Change
· Factors that Support Successful Change: Brain Friendly Presentation 
· Closing Whip Around
	75 minutes

	3
	Planning and Initiating CFGs  
· Overview of the Stages of Change
· Study Examples
· Problem Solving Solution/Competencies
· What? So What? Now What? Conversation Rounds
	70 minutes

	4
	Implementing CFGs
· Study Examples
· Problem Solving Solution/Competencies
· Action Planning Activity
	75 minutes

	5a
	Institutionalizing CFGs
· Study Examples
· Problem Solving Solution/Competencies
· Action Planning Activity
	70 minutes

	5b
	Conclusion
· Measuring Success
· Q&A
· Training Evaluations
	20 minutes




Session 1: Introduction to Critical Friends Groups
Objective: Identify components and roles of participants in Critical Friends Groups 
Materials Needed: Writing/drawing materials; chart paper; Participant Workbook; PowerPoint; Projector
Time: 55 minutes


Welcome (5 minutes)
[image: ]
[image: ]
Teachers will be seated at tables and given participant workbooks. After it seems like most participants have arrived and settled in, they will be guided through a quick “Who’s in the Room” activity:
· Who’s in the Room: ask for a show of hands – how many are K-12 teachers, department heads/chairs, supervisors, administrators, university, anyone else?
· Quick assessment: Ask for a show of hands – What brings you here today – never heard of Critical Friends Groups, thinking of starting one/them, are currently involved in CFGs, other. 
Give an introduction: My name is Erin Comollo, and I have taught for over eleven years in the elementary school setting. From my personal experience, which is supported by research, I know that most teachers experience professional development through workshops and conferences; however, much of the research literature on teacher learning points to the fact that teachers are not learning much through the traditional, one-shot conference and workshop approach to professional development, and suggests that a more effective approach is a teacher-driven, situated, collaborative, sustained, and focuses on improving student learning. This session is designed to model some of what I’m presenting about and despite its workshop approach, it is my hope that you are a bit more likely to learn and would be inspired to continue to learn and experiment with ideas and strategies being presented in this workshop than in a less-interactive presentation approach.
 


Overview (5 minutes) 
Training Agenda
[image: ]
Go over training agenda: First, I am going describe the research literature to give you some context. Then, I’ll go describe the implementation of a Critical Friends Group in my own school setting. The second part of the presentation will be focused on how to actually go about implementing CFGs in your school, keeping best practices regarding change theory in mind. To get us started, I’m actually going to use an activity that I’ve used in CFGs and other teacher work groups.


Opening Activity: Reflection on a Word (10 minutes)
[image: ]
Individually, participants will reflect on their experiences and knowledge of learning experiences. (Script: To start, I’d like you to think and write down as much as you can about the phrase, “best professional learning experience” Write about it in your workbook, page 4.) 
In small groups, they will share out their lists. (Share your list with 3-4 people nearby- make sure to introduce yourself. As a group, see if you can combine or choose one attribute that best represents what made everyone’s learning experience was successful).
Each group will share 1 attribute while I chart their responses. Agree that this can be a list that guides our learning time together, but also that most of the characteristics they’ve described as positive learning experiences align themselves with what the literature says are best practices in teacher learning. (What attributes contributed towards this being a successful learning experience?) If not mentioned, offer these characteristics as additional attributes: 
· Teacher Directed
· Inquiry Based (problems of practice) 
· Situated (contextualized, or in the place of practice with colleagues) 
· Distributed (collaborative)
· Use of tools and artifacts (protocols, data)
· Sustained (longer in duration, as well as over time) 
The characteristics we’ve described here are not only components of best practices in teacher learning, but are also the foundation of what CFGs are based upon. 


What Are Critical Friends Groups? (15 minutes) 
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Introduce Critical Friends Groups: The National School Reform Faculty was founded in 1994 as a professional development initiative and is the official trademark owner of the specific professional learning approach called “Critical Friends Groups.” Their official definition of CFGs is “5-12 members who commit to improving their practice through collaborative learning and structured interactions (protocols), and meet at least once a month for about two hours.” (“NSRF,” n.d.).


Learning Theories 
[image: ]
Introduce the learning theories that undergird CFGs: CFGs are a formalized model for enacting what has been identified as attributes of effective teacher learning which recognizes that teachers build individual and collective knowledge through their interactions with one another, their environment, and the social context. This premise is based on three interconnected theories:
· Situated Learning
· Social Learning
· Communities of Practice 
Situated and Social learning theories posit that teacher learning is more meaningful and impactful when it is based on actual problems of practice contextualized within teachers’ specific place of practice. Communities of practice assume that as people interact within a specific context (whether it be professional, personal, local, global, etc.), they develop shared practices (skills, strategies, and ways of interacting) and learn collectively. 
What is a Critical Friend?
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Introduce the role of a Critical Friend: CFGs are composed of critical friends.  So, who is a CF and who can be a CF? Read definition: “A critical friend is a trusted person who asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined through another lens, and offers critique of a person’s work as a friend. A critical friend takes the time to fully understand the context of the work presented and the outcomes that the person or group is working toward. The friend is an advocate for the success of that work” (Costa & Kallick, 1993, p. 50). Characteristics of effective CFs include strong communication skills, content knowledge, and most of all, trustworthiness (Bambino, 2002; Dunne, 2000; Kember, 1997; Swaffield, 2004). CFs can be formalized coaches and advisors, administrators, research team members, colleagues/peers, and even students. (Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Costa & Kallick, 1993; Curry, 2008; Dunne, 2000; Kember, 1997; Swaffield, 2004, 2005)


Critical Friends Groups in Action – (15 minutes)
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In order to give you a feel for what CFGs look and feel like in action, I’d like to share some video clips from one of my CFGs with you.
Show portions from the video to highlight various aspects of a CFG:
**3:38-6:20 Facilitation and Presentation of a Dilemma
9:30 -11:19 Clarifying Questions 
**17:36-18:29 Description of Conversation Rounds
18:30-20:44 First Impressions
**24:03-24:53 Discussing Writing – “Leads”
**27:30 Sample of Facilitation Redirection
**40:30-44:00 Presenters Reflect and Synthesize Feedback from Colleagues
**44:45-49:33 Debrief of the Process



What do Participants Say?
[image: ]
Bridge the connection from theory to practice: Like many concepts, how things are defined or assumed in theory to play out isn’t always what occurs. Most of my presentation will be drawing upon my experience as a CFG facilitator so that I can give you a realistic look at CFGs and how to implement them. That being said, this slide includes a couple of definitions of a CFG given by some of the participants in my CFG based on their experience participating in one.



Activity: Fears and Hopes (20 minutes) 
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Give an overview of the protocol: 
· Explain to participants that you will be guiding the groups through another protocol called Fears and Hopes, and direct them to page 4 in their workbook 
· Questions: 
· Thinking about CFs and CFGs, take a moment to jot down your greatest fear for CFGs at your school: if CFGs went horribly wrong at your school, what will happen or not happen? 
· Now, write down your greatest hope for CFGs at your school: if CFGs turned out to be the best professional development your school offered, what could some of the outcomes be? 
· Participants will pair/share
· Ask for volunteers to share fears/hopes and chart them on chart paper; If not mentioned, point out: 
· Potential barriers/challenges/fears: Time, discomfort with change and the idea of peer-to-peer feedback, lack of expertise, resistance from administration and/or teachers
· Hopes and benefits:  Focused, action based conversations, equal distribution of voices, data driven conversations, teacher-led inquiry, improved practices and learner outcomes
· Synthesize and summarize any big ideas, themes, or patterns 
· Debrief: Did you notice anything surprising or otherwise interesting while doing this activity? What were some of the benefits of the activity? How do you envision using this exercise in your own school contexts? 
· Closing: In the next few sessions, we’ll explore the stages of change and factors that influence the implementation of CFGs in your school in order to mitigate some of the issues that arose for you during this activity. 


Session 2: Thinking about Critical Friends Groups and Change
Objectives: 
· Participants will learn about the theoretical background and benefits of Critical Friends Groups
· Participants will learn about the five factors that influence successful change implementation
· Participants will identify factors that will impact the implementation of a change in their school context
Materials Needed: Writing/drawing materials; chart paper; Participant Workbook; PowerPoint; Projector 
Time: 75 minutes



[image: ]
Brain-Friendly Presentation (65 minutes)
Factors that Support Change (3 minutes) 

[image: ]
In the last session, we discussed some of the characteristics that made our learning experiences great, what some of the potential benefits of implementing CFGs into your schools were, and what some of your fears regarding the implementation would be. Today, we will explore some of the factors that support change in order to address and proactively plan some of the fears your expressed. 
First, I am going to describe the genesis of my change effort, and then I will describe the change process through each one of the stages. 




The Context of Change (5 minutes)
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In order to help teachers at my school foster meaningful conversations about teaching and learning and to enact what the research tells us about high quality professional development, I introduced the Critical Friends Group approach to the faculty as part of a pilot study during the 2014-2015 academic school year. The was no one focus of this particular CFG, but served as an introduction to this teacher-directed inquiry approach as a form of professional development. Each week, a different teacher would present a piece of student work to analyze as a way to get help on dilemma she was facing. The participating teachers included Nursery-Third grade teachers, both classroom and specials areas. Based on positive teacher feedback regarding the process, changes in practices, increased collegiality and professional growth, as well as attendance rates, the school administrators supported my implementation of another CFG the following year. 
This time, however, the group focused in on a particular area of concern that we all shared:  student writing and writing instruction.  At the same time, we were increasing knowledge and skills and improving practices in a curricular domain, we could also address our need to develop more collegiality. This group was the focus for my second study. I am going to share some of the findings from that study so you have a deeper understanding of what CFGs are, how they function, what they look like in action and what some of the outcomes of our group were as a way to encourage you to think about trying this out in your own school context. I documented the work of the group, collected feedback after each session, and interviewed the participants after the CFG concluded. I will use this data during each session to provide examples and illustrations of the content I am presenting. 
When I started teaching at this school eight years ago, the administration and faculty had committed to adopting the widely acclaimed, research-based Teacher’s College Reading and Writing curriculum. Founded by Lucy Calkins, The Robinson Professor of Children’s Literature at Teachers College, The Teachers College Reading and Writing Project was developed to support a “student-centered, responsive, assessment-based” literacy curriculum (Our History, 2014). Several needs related to professional development on writing instruction surfaced as part of this curriculum adoption. 
While many teachers from Far Brook had attended the weeklong institutes and numerous workshops that Teacher’s College offers to support implementation of the curriculum, the curriculum had been enacted loosely and inconsistently across grade levels with no accountability or follow-up. As a result, writing instruction and assessment is inconsistent throughout the school. As a first grade teacher at Far Brook, I was aware that I, along with my colleagues, had many learning needs and questions about teaching writing, such as how to effectively implement the new curricula’s lesson plans and instructional activities and how to assess students’ work to see if progress was actually occurring along that developmental trajectory. 
Despite these needs, there were few meaningful opportunities to learn with and from each other regarding our efforts or our students’ progress and challenges.  This was demonstrated fully in the inconsistent implementation of the writing curriculum. The CFG addressed this professional learning gap. The CFG utilized two processes that were instrumental in supporting teacher learning and changes in practice. These were the use of conversation protocols and the professional text, Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K-5 (Calkins, 2013). During the study, teachers took turns bringing in writing samples illustrative of an instructional dilemma or looking for next steps for instruction, and we would use a conversation protocol to help guide our conversation while using a rubric to analyze students’ writing development. Conversation protocols were used to organize the structure and schedule of the meeting, while the contents were driven by whichever grade level teacher was presenting student writing during that session and the corresponding grade level writing assessment rubric from Writing Pathways. Each meeting began with the facilitator (myself) reviewing the agenda for the meeting, which included the conversation protocol selection as well as reviewing which teacher was presenting student work and their problem of practice or dilemma. Next, the presenting teacher would share the student work and the dilemma associated with it. Using a protocol, participants responded to various prompts that led them through rounds of conversation focusing on the dilemma, the student work, and its corresponding writing assessment rubric in order to make meaningful observations and develop substantive recommendations for practice. 
As the change agent driving CFGs forward, it was important for me throughout this process, and for you to have an understanding of five leadership competencies for driving change in order to support a cultural shift. These include: moral purpose, understanding change, relationship building, knowledge creation and sharing, and building coherence. 


Mini-Lecture: Moral Purpose (3 minutes)
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What is moral purpose? As a change agent, it is most important that your stakeholders believe a change is meaningful and necessary. This is what inspires motivation, buy-in, and commitment to the change. Leaders should consider the purpose of the change, who will be involved in the change, and why the change is important. In order leaders to successfully implement and sustain CFGs, teachers first need to feel that that CFGs can help them address useful and important problems of practice that they experience directly. That also goes for whatever topic or content area you decide to focus on. Maybe it’s a content area, but maybe it is lesson planning, or classroom management, or maybe your school is struggling with behavior problems – whatever the topic is, the stakeholders involved need to see the moral purpose and imperative behind it. 

Participant Engagement/Turn and Talk: Moral Purpose (10 minutes)
Share examples from my study (3 minutes) 
· What was the purpose of CFGs? 
· To improve writing instruction through consistent curriculum implementation across grades 1-3; 
· To enact best practices in teacher learning 
· To create consistency and coherence in writing instruction across grade levels 
· To encourage accountability and feedback to teachers on their instructional practices 
· Who was involved? In my CFG: Teachers and the director of the school would be involved. 
· Why was the CFG important?  
· Student writing performance was inconsistent and not what it should be, so we needed to improve instruction
· Most of the teachers had attended the week long trainings on writing instruction that had been offered at the school. However, they had no in-school guidance or conversations on implementing the curriculum as follow-up to actually support implementation. 

Ask participants to turn to a partner to discuss and write responses to the consideration questions with regards to a CFG (4 minutes)
Have a few partners share their ideas. (2 minutes) 


Mini-Lecture: Understanding Change (5 minutes)
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Understanding change requires the change agent to think through the process and nature of the change in order to lead it better.
Leaders who understand change prepare and plan for change by assessing its complexity: how complicated will the change be? Examining the nature of the change – its quality, requirements, and potential challenges are part of that assessment. When considering the quality of the change, it’s important to gauge its overall impact. What will its ripple effect be? And, is the change more quantitative or qualitative? After all, the most creative or greatest amount of innovations doesn’t necessarily equate to successful change or the most impact. Change often requires a complete re-culturing of structures, processes, and habits of mind to support the required for changes in practices, programs, and policies to take place. So, once the complexity and quality of the change are assessed and deemed to be worthwhile and impactful, change agents need to consider the structures, processes, and habits of mind need to be re-cultured in order for the change to take place. Finally, after thinking through these characteristics of the change, leaders must recognize and troubleshoot for any potential challenges and resistance that may occur.

Participant Engagement/Turn and Talk: Understanding Change (10 minutes)
Share examples from my study (5 minutes) 
As the change agent driving CFGs forward, I knew shifting a school steeped in tradition and doing things the way they’ve always been done would be both complex and challenging. However, I also knew from both the research literature and my own experience how impactful a teacher driven inquiry approach to professional development was. So, I started small and low stakes. After meeting with administration, I began CFGs with voluntary participants outside of the school day, opening it up to any grade level or content area teachers who wanted to present a dilemma. Because it was outside of school, it had little effect on school structural changes, however, the CFG introduced new processes and habits of mind introduced vis a vis conversation protocols. The feedback and experiences were so positive that I was able to use that data to communicate the benefits to administration. A year later, with administrative support, CFGs were integrated into the lower school teachers’ faculty meeting schedule, with a specific focus: writing instruction. 
It is crucial for those involved in implementing CFGs as a change vehicle to understand, anticipate, and plan for these aspects.
Ask participants to turn to a partner to discuss and write responses to the consideration questions with regards to a CFG and what to do as a result (4 minutes)
Have a few partners share their ideas. (2 minutes) 


Mini-Lecture: Relationship Building (5 minutes)
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Relationship building refers to the process of developing and improving relationships and teams. Leaders who cultivate and improve relationships in order to move the change forward consider their communication, the types of relationships they are fostering, and have a plan for conflict resolution should it be needed. When considering communication, leaders must think about how and when communication will take place, and with who. They also need to think about whether or not the relationships they are developing extend beyond friendly, congenial interactions – how are professional relationships that provide honest sharing and feedback being encouraged? Finally, leaders must develop systems and processes to navigate professionally and effectively through conflicts so that healthy, functional relationships are maintained. 
Participant Engagement/Turn and Talk: Relationship Building (10 minutes)
Share examples from my study (4 minutes) 
When initiating CFGs at my school, I knew administrative buy-in and support would be a crucial aspect of moving them forward. I met with leaders to explain the CFG process, benefits, and my plan for implementation. I also knew that my participants, while enthusiastic and initially, voluntary, were busy teachers. With this in mind, I made sure my communication was done via email with clear instructions, agendas, roles, and assignments with ample time and follow up reminders to ensure I was not “using” up any additional time of theirs aside from the CFGs themselves. I anticipated and knew that developing collegial relationships versus congenial ones would be part of the re-culturing required for the change. In order to cultivate professional interactions, I built in the expectation that participating teachers would all have turns to present their work, thus distributing the responsibility and leadership amongst the group. The groups also utilized conversation norms and protocols, which structured the teachers’ language, habits of mind, and approach to feedback in a way that fostered professional interactions and built in conflict resolution. 
Ask participants to turn to a partner to discuss and write responses to the consideration questions with regards to a CFG (4 minutes)
Have a few partners share their ideas. (2 minutes) 


Mini-Lecture: Knowledge Creation and Sharing (5 minutes)[image: ]

Knowledge creation and sharing refers to the idea that learning is more meaningful and is more likely to be sustained when knowledge is generated and exchanged. Leaders who support knowledge creation and sharing develop a context and culture that supports creativity, risk taking, mistake-making, and acknowledges emotion. They create the spaces and places for people to learn, reflect, share, get feedback, and generate new learnings. Building a culture of learning is crucial to “establishing and reinforcing habits of knowledge exchange among organizational members” (Fullan, 2001, p. 87) – learning opportunities such as peer networking and coaching are examples. As we learned in the last slide, relationship building is a crucial aspect of change, and in this case, in order to have the conversations and experiences that lead to shared knowledge creation and sharing, people must have relationships that are trusting and collaborative. Finally, leaders need to consider what resources are required to create and share knowledge – does it require funding? Materials such as curricula, professional texts? What human resources are required – i.e., will you need facilitators; who will they be and how will they be trained? 
Participant Engagement/Turn and Talk: Knowledge Creation and Sharing (10 minutes)
Share examples from my study 
Through a culture of working together to building new knowledge and deprivatizing their practices, teachers in my CFG were encouraged to share strategies, suggestions, and questions with one another in regard to writing instruction. In this way, teachers are building a culture of sharing and increasing their feelings of self-efficacy. They were also given opportunities to be both participants as well as presenters during CFGs so that they can both give and receive feedback and work together to generate new understandings and knowledge. As one participant put it, “The formality of protocol usage created a sense of order and safety in sharing and receiving feedback, and then engaging in the experience together created a sense of trust, unity, openness and community. Even the regularity of time to talk together about our teaching, to share success and frustration, brought us closer together - in a weird way, reminding us that we are all doing and feeling the same things!”Ask participants to turn to a partner to discuss and write responses to the consideration questions with regards to a CFG (4 minutes)
Have a few partners share their ideas. (2 minutes)



Mini-Lecture: Building Coherence (5 minutes)[image: ]

Building coherence refers to the coordination between all the elements of change is needed: the people, the resources (human and material), and the knowledge. In order to build coherence, change leaders must refer back to the moral purpose of the change. Coherence is directly built upon a shared moral purpose and clear communication; by ensuring the moral purpose is primary driving factor towards change, decisions can be made accordingly. Leaders must reflect on why the change is a priority, and how will it be made a priority to the organization. Once this is established, leaders must consider how the needs and expectations of the change are communicated with stakeholders in a way that clarifies and articulates the moral purpose behind the change and the need for it. The best communication will have already take how people will interpret the change, the need for it, and opposing opinions into consideration. Coherence is developed over time through a shared vision, knowledge creation and distribution, and clearly defined goals and outcomes. 

Participant Engagement/Turn and Talk: Building Coherence (10 minutes)
Share examples from my study:
In my situation, there was a significant lack of coherence regarding the implementation of writing instruction. Teachers had attended training weeks by themselves, during different summer sessions, and had zero follow-up, coaching, or feedback on how or if they were implementing the curriculum. Because of the lack of clarity in what was expected, the lack of follow up and feedback, as well as the lack of tools to measure the change, the curriculum was met with inconsistent implementation, as each faculty member interpreted the need and expectations differently (Hall & Hord, 2011). The need for writing instruction improvements were clear in the students’ inconsistent writing abilities and their teachers’ frustrations regarding this. All participants understood the priority and need for this improvement. While some didn’t quite understand or feel comfortable with using conversation protocols initially, over time, after being encouraged to stick with them and try them out, they eventually reported seeing and valuing the process. 
By engaging diverse stakeholders in CFG meetings using conversation protocols, different grade levels and occasionally even content area teachers had an opportunity to create coherence around language, practices, strategies. As a result, teachers began to change their practices as a and the group coherence also created group accountability and increased the likelihood of sustainability.
Ask participants to turn to a partner to discuss and write responses to the consideration questions with regards to a CFG (4 minutes)
Have a few partners share their ideas. (2 minutes) 



Closing Activity: Whip (5 minutes)
(Allen & Blythe, 2015, p. 62)
Invite the participants to reflect on the following prompts (found in Workbook page 8):
· I have changed my views on… 
· I have improved my skills in…
· I have learned new information and concepts regarding… 
· I still have a question about… 
Then, have participants go around in a circle to share their phrase or short sentence, with no responses from others. Participants can say “pass” or “repeat” if needed. 

Session 3: Initiating and Planning Critical Friends Groups
Objectives: 
· Participants will learn about theoretical background and benefits of Critical Friends Groups
· Participants will learn about the characteristics of the initiation/planning stage of change
· Participants will identify factors and potential challenges for initiating/planning CFGs in their school 
· Participants will identify next steps for initiating/planning CFGs in their school 
Materials Needed: Writing/drawing materials; chart paper; Participant Workbook; PowerPoint; Projector 
Time: ~70 minutes
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Participants will be seated at tables and given participant workbooks. After it seems like most participants have arrived and settled in, they will be guided through another quick “Who’s in the Room” activity. Explain that the purpose for this re-assessment is to group similar participants for the small group activities:
Who’s in the Room: ask for a show of hands – who came here today with other colleagues from the same school? (ask these participants to sit together; repeat this with the following descriptors of participants). Who here is coming from: 
· Public schools?
· Urban, suburban or rural?
· Elementary? 
· Middle School?
· High School?
· Charter schools? 
· Urban, suburban or rural?
· Elementary? 
· Middle School?
· High School?
· Independent schools?
· Urban, suburban or rural?
· Elementary? 
· Middle School?
· High School?
· Other?

· 



Stages of Change (3 minutes)
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Now that we’ve examined the factors that contribute towards driving a change forward, we are going to look at how they unfold within the stages of implementing the change. The Three Stages of Change are: 
1. Initiation/Planning
2. Implementation
3. Institutionalization/Continuation 
It’s important to note that the stages can overlap (more common when you try to implement more than one change). Also, the stages can take a long time; may take 2-5 years to get through a cycle & organizations struggle to see changes through to the institutionalization stage unless sustainability plans are put into place from the start. To contextualize each of the stages, I will share how I used the stages to inform the study I conducted about teachers’ experiences in a CFG. Then, you’ll have the opportunity to troubleshoot and action plan how you might do the same in your school. In order for you to get the most out of your time and problem solving, please sit


Initiation and Planning (5 minutes) – 
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The initiation and planning stage of this process was undergirded by Michael Fullan’s definition and characteristics. 
Once the decision to change has been made, initiation stage of change has begun. The first step includes a review of the school's current state as regards the particular change. Change must be linked to a need and have a clear approach to addressing the need/problem and an advocate. Factors that influence how this stage is carried out include leadership style and the potential for two-way communication, buy-in, resources, and the relationships between stakeholders. 
Grief or anxiety related to the change must be anticipated as it is a natural response to change; participants need to grieve over loss of favorite and comfortable ways of acting and learning


Next Steps (3-5 minutes) 
Briefly go over next steps and study examples for this stage of change: 
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During the initiation stage of implementing CFGs, meet with key stakeholders to educate them on CFGs with regard to why they are beneficial and what will be needed to increase the potential for successful implementation and to select a focus for the meetings. It is also important to plan a schedule for the meetings. Fortunately for me, I had gone through this stage during my pilot study in 2014-2015, offering a voluntary learning opportunity to participate in CFGs for teachers. Using the outcomes from this study, I was able to meet with administrators to share the benefits of CFGs and push to have them scheduled into our faculty meeting and prep schedule, rather than try to do it outside of school hours. This was important for a number of reasons. First, it demonstrated to teachers that their learning was valued and prioritized. Second, using work hours made it possible to engage teachers who may not have volunteered outside time to participate in CFGs due to scheduling, resistance, or disinterest. Third, it sent a message that professional learning with colleagues is part of their job as professionals. 

What? So What? Now What? (adapted from Thompson-Grove, 2012) – 40-45 minutes
Introduction (3 minutes)
Give an overall introduction to the protocol goals and steps: this protocol allows participants to reflect and connect to one another and one another’s work towards a change. You will work with a small group of 3-6 that best represents your school context.  
Process – Conversation Rounds (25 minutes)
First, participants will address the “What?” conversation prompt. After a round of responses, they will move on to the “So What?” conversation prompt. Finally, they will respond to the “Now What?” conversation prompt. Groups should be prepared to summarize and share a general theme or idea from each round with the group. 
Round 1 - What:
· What aspects of initiation and planning CFGs stood out to you in regards to your school? 
· What factors do you think will affect initiation in your context?
· What are potential challenges and what plans can be made to overcome them? 

Round 2 - So What:
· How might CFGs connect to the needs at your school? 
· How will moral purpose, understanding change, relationship building, knowledge creation and sharing, and coherence building play a part in this stage? 

Round 3 - Now what? 
· Based on what you’ve heard so far what might your next steps be? 

Sharing (5-7 minutes):
Volunteer representatives from each group will share a general theme or idea from each round with the group. 
Debrief and Closing (5-7 minutes) 
Lead participants in an open discussion regarding the What, So What, Now What activity:
· What worked about this process?
· What could be improved? 
· Which question was most useful/lease useful? 
· How might you use this in your work? 





Session Four: Implementing CFGs
Objectives: 
· Participants will learn about the implementation stage of change
· Participants will identify factors that influence change implementation within their schools regarding the nature of the change effort, the local context, and external factors 
· Participants will identify potential challenges they may encounter while implementing CFGs into their schools
· Participants will develop a plan to address potential challenges they may encounter while implementing CFGs into their schools
Materials Needed: Writing/drawing materials; chart paper; Participant Workbook; PowerPoint; Projector; Video Clip 
Time: 75 minutes


Introduction and Overview (3-5 minutes) [image: ]
As participants arrive and settle in, ask them to sit with the same group they sat with for the previous session. Go over session agenda; then: If you’re here at this training, I’m assuming that you either haven’t implemented CFGs in your school, or are looking for ways to run them more effectively in your school. It’s important to remember that for many teachers, this approach to professional learning is a shift, or a change. So today, we are going investigate what that process looks like and how understanding that process leads to more effective implementation. 


Implementation – (5 minutes)
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The implementation stage includes the “the process of putting into practice an idea, program, or set of activities and structures new to the people attempting or expected to change.” 
(Fullan, 2006, p. 84)

The implementation stage takes the “on-paper” change into real life. Factors that contribute to change implementation are the characteristics and nature of the change (which we discussed in a previous session), the local context, and external factors. 

I’ve already gone through the nature of my change effort, so I’ll spend a little time describing how the local context and external factors influenced the implementation of CFGs at my school. As I mentioned earlier, the current PD practices at my school consisted of bringing in content area experts to speak at one-time only events, and/or sending teachers out for conferences and workshops. Most discussions and meetings were conducted Quaker style – sitting in a circle and speakers sharing at-will. And – a huge part of our culture was food! Meetings took place weekly – full faculty meetings were 1.5 hours long and opened with a segment called reflections were faculty were invited to openly share anything personal or professional in a Quaker-style forum. The meetings lacked agendas, or pre-shared topics, and did not follow and procedures or protocols. Divisional meetings also occurred once a week for an hour and followed the same format. In my experience as a teacher at that school, I had never once been asked to bring student work, nor had we had any inquiry based learning experiences that put instruction and/or student learning at the center – almost all gatherings focused on procedural or topics relating to student diversity or social-emotional wellbeing. 
I knew as a teacher that focusing on something specific and tangible like student writing gave all teachers an entry point to which they would feel a commitment. Teachers are busy – I wanted to take the thinking out of the process so I emailed reminders, protocols, agendas in advance, and assigned teachers to present on certain days so that all they had to think about was showing up and bringing student work when it was their turn. And of course, I continued our school culture of food at meetings! Fortunately for me, I was at an independent school, so there weren’t any government or state policies to consider. However, in your school setting, you may have to consider budget, PD policies, etc. 



Next Steps (3-5 minutes)
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· As stated earlier during the initiation stage, it is important to engage key stakeholders in conversations about CFGs, why they are beneficial and why you believe they are an effective approach to the changes in practice you feel are important 
· Plan the CFGs with your specific school setting as well as external factors (budgets, policies, standards, accreditation, etc.) in mind – what are the current practices? How would CFGs change those practices? What types of resistance might you expect? 

What do we know? What do we suspect? What do we need to find out? (adapted from McDonald et al., 2013) – 40-45 minutes

Introduction (3 minutes)
Give an overall introduction to the protocol goals and steps: this protocol is a derivative of the protocol we used during our last session and encourages participants unpack reform action. You will work with a small group of 3-6 that best represents your school context. You can find this protocol on page 10 of your workbook. 
Process – Conversation Rounds (25 minutes)
First, participants will address the “What do we know?” conversation prompt. After a round of responses, they will move on to the “What do we suspect?” conversation prompt. Finally, they will respond to the “What do we need to find out?” conversation prompt. Groups should be prepared to summarize and share a general theme or idea from each round with the group. 

Round 1 - What do we know?
· What do you already know about the nature of CFGs in regards to implementing change? 
· Refer back to Session 2 where we discussed understanding change:
· Consider the complexity, quality, culture, resilience of the change effort 
· What do you already know about the local social, organizational, and cultural characteristics and factors of your organization or setting?
· What do you already know regarding broader societal and political characteristics and factors?

Round 2 – What do we suspect?
· What challenges do you suspect will occur in regards to implementing CFGs? 

Round 3 - What do we need to find out?
· What do you need to find out more about in order to confirm, inform, or address some of the challenges you brought up? 

Round 4 – Final Steps
· Discuss which of the inquiries from the previous round you want to commit to undertaking and how. 

Sharing (5-7 minutes):
Volunteer representatives from each group will share a general theme or idea from each round with the group. 
Closing and Debrief (5-7 minutes) 
Lead participants in an open discussion regarding the activity:
· What worked about this process?
· What could be improved? 
· Which question was most useful/lease useful? 
· How might you use this in your work? 





Session Five (Part A): Institutionalizing Critical Friends Groups
Objectives: 
· Participants will learn about the characteristics of the institutionalization/continuation stage of change
· Participants will identify behaviors and factors that contribute to the success of a change effort
· Participants will identify implications for successful change and institutionalization in their schools 
Materials Needed: Writing/drawing materials; chart paper; Participant Workbook; PowerPoint; Projector 
Time: 70 minutes


Overview (5 minutes)
[image: ]


Institutionalization and Continuation (3-5 minutes) 
[image: ] As participants arrive and settle in, ask them to sit with the same group they sat with for the previous session. 
During this session, we will take a look at how CFGs look during the institutionalization and continuation stage of change. This is by far the most challenging part of a change effort. It involves ensuring the change has become built into the structures and systems of the organizational culture, has enough people with the skills and commitment to the change and has explicit processes in place to move the change forward. The factors that contribute towards sustaining a change effort include: 
· Successful initiation and implementation stages
· Measurable results that demonstrate effectiveness
· Critical mass of support 
· Embedded structures and procedures - training if needed
· Stable leadership
· Clear, stable priorities



Next Steps (3-5 minutes)
[image: ] 
What does this mean for sustaining changes in your school? Focusing on a shared goal helps to create shared interest and motivation for stakeholders. Even small scale efforts can produce useful feedback to inform, revise, or encourage larger scale applications of the change. Try to reduce the discomfort of change by frequent communication with participants and administration, encourage participants to debrief on the process in order to acknowledge the benefits of a new and uncomfortable process, try to schedule meetings during times that are accessible for teachers (and bringing food never hurts!), and encourage leadership opportunities by normalizing the expectation that participants will fulfill a facilitation and presentation role at some point. 
Continuous evaluation and assessment of the change enables change leaders to make improvements along the way and plan for the future. Throughout the duration of my CFG, I collected data and feedback from teachers that helped support its success and continuation. 


Findings – The Data (5 minutes)

[image: ] Analysis of the data from my study revealed many positive outcomes of participating in a CFG. These outcomes were communicated with the participating teachers, as well as with the administration and contributed to the enthusiasm, buy-in, and support from all stakeholders, which in turn, helped to institutionalize many of the CFG processes and protocols into the PD culture. 
The three primary outcomes of the CFG were: 
· Teachers reported making changes to their practices to improve their instruction
· Specific processes and protocols used during the CFG were instrumental in bringing about change. These were: 
· The use of conversation protocols which created norms, routines, and prompts to guide and structure collaboration and new knowledge generation, as well as the writing assessment text which provided a lens through which teachers were guided in their analysis of student work. 
· Teachers experienced community and collegial benefits including shared learning, emotional validation, and positive regard for a new way to approach professional learning that participants felt fostered safe and productive conversations about teaching and learning. 

The factors that helped support the success and continuation of the CFG at my school were the initial smaller scale efforts towards developing CFGs, communication between myself and the administration (sharing findings, rationale for CFG), the repeated use and practice of conversation protocols, meetings that were scheduled to ensure they were sustained over the duration of the year (not a one-time experience), facilitation, and the common goal of improving our instruction for the sake of student learning.

Success Analysis Protocol (adapted from McDonald et al., 2013) – 40-45 minutes
Introduction (3 minutes)
Give an overall introduction to the protocol goals and steps: this protocol engages participants in a collaborative analysis of cases from practice in order to understand the circumstances, contributions, and actions that make them successful ones, and then apply this understanding to future practice. You will work with a small group of 3-6 that best represents your school context.  

First, you will individually consider the example I’ve described and make notes regarding what factors may underlie its success, including any favorable conditions present. Specifically focus on what contributed towards the institutionalization and continuation of the change effort such as: 
· Components of the initiation and implementation stages 
· Measurable results that demonstrated effectiveness
· Evidence of buy-in 
· Embedded structures and procedures that supported the change 
· Examples of stable leadership
· Examples of clear, stable priorities

Discussion Rounds (20 min) 
Round 1 – Sharing (5 min)
· Participants share their reflections 

Round 2 – Analysis and Discussion (5 min) 
· The group reflects on the success, offering insights into what made this change effort successful
· They discuss specifically what they think the presenter may have done to contribute to the success and also name what they take to be other factors involved

Round 3 - Compilation (5 min)
· The group compiles a list (on chart paper) of specific successful behaviors and underlying principles that seem characteristic of the change effort 

Participants will post their lists and “gallery walk” to read all the lists (5 min) 

Discussion (10 minutes)
Lead participants in a discussion: Do the lists have elements in common? Do any contain behaviors or underlying principles that surprised you? What do the lists imply for your change effort and your school context? 
Closing and Debrief (5-7 minutes) 
Lead participants in an open discussion regarding the activity:
· What worked about this process?
· What could be improved? 
· Which question was most useful/lease useful? 
· How might you use this in your work? 






Session Five (Part B): Institutionalizing Critical Friends Groups
Objectives: 
· Participants will learn about characteristics of successful implementation
· Participants will reflect and evaluate training sessions
Materials Needed: Participant Workbook; PowerPoint; Projector 
Time: ~20 minutes


Conclusion
Measuring Success (5 minutes) 
[image: ]
So, how will you know if you’ve been successful in initiating, implementing, and institutionalizing your change effort? Evidence of success examples can include:  
· Full integration of the change into the culture of the organization: it is normalized and considered the “standard way” 
· Attitudes and participation reflect buy-in 
· Increased productivity and/or achievement 
· Goal achievement has been made 
· Consistent two-way communication between stakeholders during all three stages of change

Continuation in my situation was reflected in the adoption of a loose CFG approach to PD throughout the school. The following year after my writing instruction CFGs were conducted, “professional study groups” were introduced by the administration as a form of teacher led professional development and part of the faculty meeting schedule. Voluntarily facilitated by teachers (many who had been part of the CFGs), each group was made up of cross-grade and content level teachers focusing on a common, self-selected topic (i.e., essential questions, social-emotional learning, arts integration). While facilitators were given autonomy to conduct their groups in any way, quite a few of the facilitators opted to use conversation protocols to guide their discussions. 
The next year, the groups evolved and focused on a single topic and school wide initiative: social-justice. This time around, teachers chose a professional text that situated their content area or area of interest within the lens of social justice. Then, heterogeneous groups were formed, again with volunteer facilitators. Facilitators were encouraged and required to use conversation protocols to lead their groups in conversation. 
While these are not explicitly CFGs by NSRF definition, they are still teacher-led, teacher-topic driven small learning groups that meet once a month during faculty meeting time, and use conversation protocols. This new systemic, institutionalized practice reflects how over the course of the five years since CFGs were introduced, the structures to support change grew and enabled the cultural shift from a professional development culture that emphasized one-and-done teacher learning, to one that values teacher led, inquiry based PD. It is also a great example that change is a slow, incremental process. 



Questions (10 minutes)
[image: ]

I hope you found this helpful in understanding the function and benefits of CFGs and how you may consider implementing them in in your own school settings. I’d like to open up the floor for questions now if anyone has one.



Thank You and Evaluations/Reflections (5-7 minutes)

[image: ]
Thank you so much for coming and participating in this four-part series about CFGs, change, and how understanding change can support the successful implementation of CFGs in your school. 
· Evaluation/Reflection Sheets
· Please feel free to reach out to me with any questions or concerns 



[image: ]
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[bookmark: _Toc536701069]Session 1: 
Reflection on a Word: 
Best Professional Learning Experience

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Group List:
1. _____________________________________________________________
2. _____________________________________________________________
3. _____________________________________________________________
4. _____________________________________________________________
5. _____________________________________________________________
[bookmark: _4d34og8]

[bookmark: _Toc536701071]Fears and Hopes Protocol 



[bookmark: _Toc536701072][bookmark: _Toc536701073]Session 2: Turn and Talk 
	With a partner, discuss and write responses to the consideration questions with CFGs in mind:

	Moral Purpose 

What is the purpose of the change? 





Who is involved in the change? 




Why is the change important?  





	Understanding Change

The complexity of change – how complicated is this change? 




Quality: What is the impact of the change?  




What structures, processes, and habits of mind need to be re-cultured in order for the change to take place? 




What challenges or resistance do you anticipate? 




What’s an example of a change that was implemented at your school that did not take the change process into consideration? In what ways didn’t it? It what ways could it have?  








	Relationship Building 
What communication will be necessary to build relationships? How and when will communications take place? To whom do you need to communicate with? 




How will you foster collegial interactions not simply congenial ones? 




How do you develop conflict resolution skills? What are the procedures or protocols for conflict/resolution? 




What other factors contribute to building trust and relationships? 





	Knowledge Creation and Sharing 

How will you develop contexts that are conducive to learning and sharing? 





How will you foster relationships that support knowledge creation and sharing? 




What resources would you need to support learning and sharing (fiscal, material, human, social)? 




How or how isn’t your current context conducive to learning and sharing? 





	Building Coherence 

Who and what are involved? How will you go about coordinating them?  




How will you make the change a priority? How are you clarifying and articulating the change and the need for it? 




How will people interpret the change and the need for it? How will you guide people through differences of opinions? 







[bookmark: _35nkun2][bookmark: _Toc536701074]
 Closing Activity: Whip Around
(Allen & Blythe, 2015, p. 62)
Reflect on the following prompts:
· I have changed my views on… 
· I have improved my skills in…
· I have learned new information and concepts regarding… 
· I still have a question about… 
Participants go around in a circle to share their phrase or short sentence, with no responses from others. Participants can say “pass” or “repeat” if needed.
[bookmark: _Toc536701075][bookmark: _Toc536701076]
Session Three: Initiation/Planning 
What? So What? Now What? (adapted from Thompson-Grove, 2012)
This protocol allows participants to reflect and connect to one another and one another’s work. Participants will break into groups of five for discussion rounds.

Conversation Rounds (25 minutes)
First, participants will address the “What?” conversation prompt. After a round of responses, they will move on to the “So What?” conversation prompt. Finally, they will respond to the “Now What?” conversation prompt. Groups should be prepared to summarize and share a general theme or idea from each round with the group. 

Round 1 - What:
· What aspects of initiation and planning CFGs stood out to you in regards to your school? 
· What factors do you think will affect initiation in your context?
· What are potential challenges and what plans can be made to overcome them? 

Round 2 - So What:
· How might CFGs connect to the needs at your school? 
· How will moral purpose, understanding change, relationship building, knowledge creation and sharing, and coherence building play a part in this stage? 

Round 3 - Now what? 
· Based on what you’ve heard so far what might your next steps be? 

Sharing (5-7 minutes):
Volunteer representatives from each group will share a general theme or idea from each round with the group. 

Debrief and Closing (5-7 minutes) 
Lead participants in an open discussion regarding the What, So What, Now What activity:
· What worked about this process?
· What could be improved? 
· Which question was most useful/lease useful? 
· How might you use this in your work? 
[bookmark: _Toc536701077][bookmark: _Toc536701079]Session Four: What do we know? What do we suspect? What do we need to find out? (adapted from McDonald et al., 2013) – 40-45 minutes

Introduction (3 minutes)
Give an overall introduction to the protocol goals and steps: this protocol is a derivative of the protocol we used during our last session and encourages participants unpack reform action. Participants will break into groups of five for discussion rounds.

Process – Conversation Rounds (25 minutes)
First, participants will address the “What do we know?” conversation prompt. After a round of responses, they will move on to the “What do we suspect?” conversation prompt. Finally, they will respond to the “What do we need to find out?” conversation prompt. Groups should be prepared to summarize and share a general theme or idea from each round with the group. 

Round 1 - What do we know?
· What do you already know about the nature of CFGs in regards to implementing change? 
· Refer back to Session 2 where we discussed understanding change:
· Consider the complexity, quality, culture, resilience of the change effort 
· What do you already know about the local social, organizational, and cultural characteristics and factors of your organization or setting?
· What do you already know regarding broader societal and political characteristics and factors?

Round 2 – What do we suspect?
· What challenges do you suspect will occur in regards to implementing CFGs? 

Round 3 - What do we need to find out?
· What do you need to find out more about in order to confirm, inform, or address some of the challenges you brought up? 

Round 4 – Final Steps
· Discuss which of the inquiries from the previous round you want to commit to undertaking and how. 

Sharing (5-7 minutes):
Volunteer representatives from each group will share a general theme or idea from each round with the group. 

Closing and Debrief (5-7 minutes) 
Lead participants in an open discussion regarding the activity:
· What worked about this process?
· What could be improved? 
· Which question was most useful/lease useful? 
· How might you use this in your work? 


[bookmark: _Toc536701080]Session Five: Institutionalization/Continuation
Success Analysis Protocol (adapted from McDonald et al., 2013) – 40-45 minutes
Introduction (3 minutes)
Give an overall introduction to the protocol goals and steps: this protocol engages participants in a collaborative analysis of cases from practice in order to understand the circumstances, contributions, and actions that make them successful ones, and then apply this understanding to future practice. We will break into groups of 3-6 people, and you will need to be able to take notes. 
First, you will individually consider the example I’ve described and make notes regarding what factors may underlie its success, including any favorable conditions present. Specifically focus on what contributed towards the institutionalization and continuation of the change effort such as: 
· Components of the initiation and implementation stages 
· Measurable results that demonstrated effectiveness
· Evidence of buy-in 
· Embedded structures and procedures that supported the change 
· Examples of stable leadership
· Examples of clear, stable priorities

Discussion Rounds (20 min) 
Round 1 – Sharing (5 min)
· Participants share their reflections 

Round 2 – Analysis and Discussion (5 min) 
· The group reflects on the success, offering insights into what made this change effort successful
· They discuss specifically what they think the presenter may have done to contribute to the success and also name what they take to be other factors involved

Round 3 - Compilation (5 min)
· The group compiles a list (on chart paper) of specific successful behaviors and underlying principles that seem characteristic of the change effort 

Participants will post their lists and “gallery walk” to read all the lists (5 min) 

Discussion (10 minutes)
Lead participants in a discussion: Do the lists have elements in common? Do any contain behaviors or underlying principles that surprised you? What do the lists imply for your change effort and your school context? 

Closing and Debrief (5-7 minutes) 
Lead participants in an open discussion regarding the activity:
· What worked about this process?
· What could be improved? 
· Which question was most useful/lease useful? 
· How might you use this in your work? 




[bookmark: _Toc536701081]Reflection Sheet
(Allen, D., & Blythe, T., 2015)

One thing I learned from today’s meeting:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
One question I leave the meeting with:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

One suggestion for the next meeting or future meetings - either content or process:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Other comments about content or process: 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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[bookmark: _Toc2947765]Introduction
“A Critical Friends Group is a group of caring colleagues who are not necessarily like-minded, but who are unified in their desire to be open to reflection, growth, learning, change, receiving and giving feedback, and exploring best practices. A CFG must be brave and honest and trusting!”
Morgan, a CFG Participant
As a first grade teacher myself, I know that most teachers experience professional development through workshops and conferences. However, much of the research literature on teacher learning points to the fact that teachers are not learning as much as they need to through the traditional, one-shot conference and workshop approach to professional development. It suggests that a more effective approach is a teacher-driven, situated, collaborative, and sustained one (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Brown et al., 1995; Bruce, 2010; Burke, 2013; Cochran Smith & Lytle, 1999; Little, 2002; Nelson, Slavit, Perkins, & Hathorn, 2008; Putnam & Borko, 2000; Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001; Smith, Hofer, Gillespie, Solomon, & Rowe, 2008; Wood, 2007).  A growing number of studies are finding that Critical Friends Groups (CFGs), specifically, can be an effective approach because they give participants a structure for enacting these best practices (Bambino, 2002; Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Curry, 2008; Dunne et al., 2000; Kember et al., 1997; Swaffield, 2004, 2005). The Annenberg Institute for School Reform founded the National School Reform Faculty (NSRF) in 1995 to support the development and training of CFGs. CFGs ask teachers “to construct their own learning through a repeating cycle of inquiry, reflection, and action” (Curry, 2008, p. 736). As a practitioner-driven professional learning experience, CFGs rely on participating teachers to share, generate, and co-construct their knowledge, experience, and expertise with the goal of increasing and improving student learning through evolving teacher practices. 
In order to help teachers foster meaningful conversations about teaching and learning, I introduced Critical Friend Groups (CFGs) to the faculty at my school as part of a pilot study during the 2014-2015 academic school year. The CFG format is designed to solve problems and improve practice.  During the months of October through March (2014-2015), teachers were invited to participate in the CFG meetings if they were available. On average, we had about seven participants at each meeting; they varied in years of experience, grade level, and content area. We sat in a circle, as we usually do at faculty meetings, but in contrast to our usual interactions, the conversation was focused and purposeful because we used structured conversation protocols. As part of this process, collectively, we established norms that were designed to ensure respectful, and professional dialogue where it was safe to take risk and discuss challenges. We used the bulk of our time to examine student work, a different participant voluntarily brought a piece to every meeting, to share with the group, using a protocol to make observations, inferences, and identify implications for future practice. Rather than having an overarching theme or focus, each conversation examined a different problem of practice. Based on the data I collected, I learned that the use of protocols supported our ability to give and receive constructive feedback in a “safe” way, increased participants’ professional purpose and productivity, and provided opportunities to learn from and with colleagues, resulting in positive changes in the teachers’ practices and interactions and emotions towards each other and themselves as teachers and learners. It is clear that the teachers previously had lacked the time, space, and leadership to participate in meaningful professional learning, but were very willing to do so when presented with a viable opportunity. When teachers’ need and desire to work together to learn and improve their practice is ignored, consistency and quality of instruction are at risk, a key opportunity to learn how to implement best practices effectively is lost, and student learning suffers. My experience facilitating this first CFG confirmed researchers’ findings that teachers benefit from opportunities to learn using a situated, collaborative, inquiry-based approach (Bolam et al., 2005; Day, 1999; Levine, 2011; Little, 2012; Wood, 2007). 
Given the success of the pilot study, I felt confident that implementing another group would also be successful. This time, however, the group would focus on one problem of practice: improving writing instruction and student writing performance. This would address the need expressed during the pilot study for teachers to get beyond simply being congenial with each other to them becoming more collegial in their interactions by giving and receiving substantive feedback about practice, as well as satisfying the school administration’s desire to examine the writing curriculum. From October 2015 through May 2016, I facilitated CFG meetings at my school every three weeks for about 50 minutes during a faculty meeting time or shared prep period. The volunteer, participating teachers included first through third grade co-teachers and their associate teachers at Far Brook School, with occasional participation from the reading specialist, special areas teachers, middle school teachers, and the lower school director, as their schedules permitted. During the first meeting, we worked collaboratively to set goals and establish norms for future sessions. Each time we met, teachers took turns presenting a dilemma, challenge, or issue related to their writing instruction and/or student writing development. We used the book, Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K-5 (Calkins, 2013) as a resource for writing assessment rubrics to use while looking at our student work. We used conversation protocols that guided teachers in thoughtful listening, reflecting, and collaborative problem solving routines. The protocols helped us keep our conversations focused on the meeting’s specific topic/dilemma, as well as to distribute participation evenly. At the end of each meeting, teachers completed an anonymous reflection slip to provide feedback on the meeting, its content, its implications for their work, and the process itself. I used this information to plan and improve future meetings. 
The data from the study informed this handbook. They indicated that specific processes and tools used during the CFG supported teachers’ learning and changes in practice. The conversation protocols and the use of a professional text fostered safe and productive conversations about teaching and learning, facilitated the development of shared and distributed learning, and contributed to participants’ feeling professional validation. As a result, participants reported benefits to the community and their individual; most importantly, they changed their practices which improved their writing instruction.
This handbook has been developed using data from this study, as well as literature related to CFGs. It is intended for CFG facilitators who are developing an understanding of their role as well as the skills and tools needed to facilitate consistent, thoughtful, and effective teacher learning opportunities with their colleagues. This handbook is broken up into several sections: Background Information, Planning for Facilitation, Facilitation in Action, and Post-Facilitation Follow Up. Throughout the handbook, quotes and vignettes will be used to provide context while highlighting the critically important tasks and considerations facilitators need to engage with while preparing, facilitating, and following up. Each section includes “Bends in the Road” to recognize some of the challenges that may occur along the way and how to best troubleshoot, should they occur. Finally, the Appendix includes sample resources that I found helpful when facilitating my own CFG. 
[bookmark: _mpt1k8to1799]
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[bookmark: _Toc2947766]An Overview of the Literature
The purpose of the following overview of the literature is to provide the reader with an understanding of how and why CFGs are an effective approach to teacher professional learning. It is not only the topics, the structure, or facilitation, but a combination of important elements that contribute to meaningful learning opportunities. This section will review these elements and how CFGs operationalize them in order to support teacher learning. 
Best Practices in Teacher Learning 
Researchers have found that teachers construct new knowledge through a process called teacher inquiry. This is supported when teachers come together to engage in critical discussion and questioning about their practices, develop shared understandings of teaching and learning, students, content, and contexts (Nelson, 2005; Nelson, 2009) and engage in “systematic, intentional inquiry” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p.7). Social learning theory assumes that rather than building knowledge in a linear way, learning is an ongoing, bidirectional process of teaching and learning and building and acquiring knowledge through interactions with the environment and the social context (Buysse et al., 2003; Coburn & Stein, 2006). Collaborative reflection and critique of teaching practices and student learning are part of the inquiry process, as teachers use their combined experiences and knowledge to examine and question problems of practice (Putnam & Borko, 2000). According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999), when teachers engage in inquiry, they grow in their understandings, and in turn, transform their practices.  
The literature demonstrates that in addition to using an inquiry approach, situating learning within teachers’ places of practice fosters more meaningful learning and is more likely to be applied when it takes place within the context in which it is to be used (Brown, Collins, Duguid, 1995; Lave & Wenger, 1991). This is because situated learning provides opportunities for teachers to collaboratively examine and address authentic problems of practice, is more likely to be sustained over time, and encourages distributed learning across participants through the use of tools or artifacts – all of which are all essential factors contributing to supporting teacher instructional change and improvement (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Garet et al., 2001; Wilson & Berne, 1999; Wood, 2007). 
With these assertions in mind, the notion of Communities of Practice assumes that when people who work together to share expertise, experiences, and understandings, they co-construct knowledge. This is operationalized in the notion of Communities of Practice which integrates both social learning and situated learning theories. Wenger (1999) asserts that learning takes place within a CoP as participants engage in “the process of extending, redirecting, dismissing, reinterpreting, modifying, or confirming the histories of meanings” (p.52-53) and developing “concrete representations” (Coburn & Stein, 2006, p. 29) of their learning.Figure 1. Communities of practice. 


Critical Friends Groups
Critical Friends Groups are an enactment of both social learning and situated learning theories (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), contextualized through Wenger’s (1991) concept of Communities of Practice (CoPs). In numerous studies, teachers reported positive changes in their instructional practices due to their participation in teacher learning communities that have similar characteristics to CFGs (Graham, 2007; Nelson, 2009; Snow-Gerono, 2005). A growing number of studies are finding that CFGs, specifically, can be an effective approach to support teacher learning because they are a situated, sustained, and collaborative approach (Bambino, 2002; Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Curry, 2008; Dunne et al., 2000; Kember et al., 1997; Swaffield, 2004, 2005). Teachers have reported that they become more reflective about their curriculum and their practices as a result of participating in CFGs (Dunne et al., 2000). Researchers have found that as teachers improve their self-efficacy through their inquiry into problems of practice, implement solutions based on best practices in their classrooms, and give and receive feedback from their peers, they have higher expectations for their students than their non-CFG peers and increase their willingness to try new strategies and instructional approaches (Bruce et al., 2013; Cantrell & Hughes, 2008; Dunne et al., 2000; Fairman & Mackenzie, 2012). An additional outcome of participation that Dunne et a., (2000) observed is that some teachers who participate in CFGs shifted from a teacher-centered instructional approach to a more student-centered one. Part of this shift included spending more time exploring topics in depth rather than rushing through curriculum.

Benefits of Critical Friends Groups
In addition to changes in teacher practices and instruction, CFGs can positively influence professional relationships among participants. For example, in a study that examined the experiences of two critical friends group participants who were serving in formalized, advisor roles, Baskerville & Goldblatt (2009) concluded that as a result of serving as critical friends, the participants cultivated their professional relationships, increased their ability to reflect, became more comfortable discussing and deprivatizing their problems of practice, and were more willing to seek out help and opinions from colleagues. Additional studies focusing on the experiences and engagement of participants in teacher learning communities generally and CFGs specifically have shown that the collaborative nature of these collegial conversations increase teachers’ appreciation of and access to their colleagues’ experiences, expertise, and perspectives (Graham, 2007; Snow-Gerono, 2005). Collaborative collegial work has other benefits.  In a study that investigated the relationship between professional learning community activities and teacher improvement in a first year middle school, Graham (2007) found that one of the strongest themes that emerged from teacher interviews was that collaboration helped give participants a different perspective on their instructional dilemmas. Additionally, because teachers see each other as colleagues and as sources of support, their sense of empathy and collegiality towards one another increase (Dunne et al., 2000; Graham, 2007) and their feelings of uncertainty and isolation decrease (Snow-Gerono, 2005). In addition to strengthening relationships between colleagues through mutual engagement, the opportunity for teachers to collaborate and cooperate through CFGs increases school-wide communication and curricular coherence (Curry, 2008) as well as a sense of joint enterprise towards student learning (Graham, 2007). 
The Structure of Critical Friends Groups 
Conversation protocols are the principal activity of CFGs, and are used to foster collaboration between participants. Research on teacher learning groups that engage in conversations structured by the use of protocols have found that there are many benefits including changes in instructional practices, increased coherence, improved collegiality, and increased student achievement (Bruce et al., 2010, Garet et al., 2001; Graham, 2007; Nelson, 2009; Snow-Gerono, 2005). Protocols, which structure conversations around practice in systematic ways, can increase the capacity for learning, engaging teachers in critical reflection on their practices, providing opportunities for giving and receiving feedback through the development of a common language and a set of group norms, and distributing learning amongst participants; in effect, protocols create opportunities for teachers to improve their instructional practices through structured thinking, listening, and speaking routines that encourage deeper understanding and perspectives of a problem of practice before offering feedback, resulting in better quality feedback and new ideas (Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Little, 2012; Nelson et al., 2008, 2009). The findings point towards the capacity of protocols to help facilitators and participants monitor and facilitate intentional conversations that support the development of collective understanding through a shared language and experience. 
Collaboration in a Critical Friends Group 
The collaborative experience and inquiry approach to learning fostered in CFGs seem to be cultivated because protocols encourage and require all participants’ perspectives and interpretations to be heard during the conversations. Nelson et al. (2008) documented this in a narrative case study that examined teachers’ engagement in collaborative professional learning community meetings. During unstructured discussions, some voices were more dominant than others, but teachers felt that conversation protocols helped to distribute participation more evenly across participants. This finding is consistent with Snow-Gerono’s (2005) finding that protocols help formalize teacher talk to create a more inclusive conversation that engages the voices of all the participants, thus providing greater diversity of perspectives. The inherent structure of protocols ensures integrity and direction for the conversation, as well as creates more opportunities for teachers to actively listen to one another within an inquiry-based examination of student work (Levine, 2011; Little, 2012; Nelson et al., 2008; Wood, 2007). As a result, teachers generate new knowledge and are able to offer more thoughtful feedback to one another based on a deeper, better understanding of a problem of practice and their colleagues’ perspectives. 
Critical Friend Relationships 
Developing trust between critical friends is critical to the success of the group, and yet it is one of the greatest challenges of implementing successful CFGs (Bambino, 2002; Dunne, 2000; Kember, 1997; Swaffield, 2004). This trust can be established through team-building activities, developing a sense of shared responsibility for student learning, as well as taking time given for critical friends to gain an understanding of each other’s contexts, purposes, and challenges which comes from sharing classroom and teaching data during the meetings (Bambino, 2002; Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2008; Dunne, 2000; Kember, 1997; Swaffield, 2004). Once trust is established, teachers are more likely to collaborate openly and honestly with one another, one of the most important aspects of CFGs and a cornerstone of all successful teacher learning communities. Without trust, none of the potential benefits are possible (Bambino, 2002; Dunne et al., 2000; Storey & Richard, 2015; Swafield, 2004). 
[bookmark: _dp6w4ilitr6h][bookmark: _lbu1p2p3rjru][bookmark: _9zb7eqeg8ods]If teacher learning communities such as CFGs truly commit to improving practice, focusing on student learning, collaboratively setting goals, and establishing action plans to meet those goals, the findings described in the studies above suggest student achievement would increase, although this has not been empirically demonstrated. 
	


[bookmark: _Toc2947767]Getting Started: What is a Critical Friends Group?
Typically, CFG are comprised of “5-12 members who commit to improving their practice through collaborative learning and structured interactions (protocols), and meet at least once a month for about two hours.” (NSRF, n.d.). This definition can be viewed merely as suggestions rather than stipulations for an optimal experience, but may be tailored to fit each group’s needs.  However, all CFGs have some common features regarding the work they do together.“A CFG is a group of caring colleagues who are not necessarily like-minded, but who are unified in their desire to be open to reflection, growth, learning, change, receiving and giving feedback, and exploring best practices. A CFG must be brave and honest and trusting!” 
Morgan G, 
Far Brook School CFG Participant


What do Critical Friends Groups Do Together?
Critical Friends Groups commit to meeting regularly in order to: 
· Identify issues, challenges, and dilemmas relating to teaching and student learning 
· Use close observation and analysis of student work (writing samples, assessments), teacher work (lesson plans, classroom observations), or other forms of data (assessment data) to inform decisions about improving practice  
· Collaboratively generate potential solutions (NSRF, n.d.)
[bookmark: _Toc2947769]Who can be a Critical Friend? “A critical friend is a trusted person who asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined through another lens, and offers critique of a person’s work as a friend. A critical friend takes the time to fully understand the context of the work presented and the outcomes that the person or group is working toward. The friend is an advocate for the success of that work” 
Costa & Kallick, 1993, p. 50

Facilitators and CFG participants can come from a wide range of roles within their schools. 
Critical Friends can be:
· formalized coaches and advisors (Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Costa & Kallick, 1993; Swaffield, 2004, 2005),
· administrators (Dunne, 2000; Swaffield, 2004),
· university researchers (Kember, 1997),
· teachers (Bambino, 2002; Curry, 2008; Dunne, 2000; Swaffield, 2004), 
· students (Costa & Kallick, 1993). 
What are the Characteristics of a Critical Friend? Critical Friends should have:
· well-developed communication skills, 
· strong content knowledge, 
· trustworthiness, 
· the ability to be supportive, 
· the ability to stimulate thinking, and 
· the ability offer constructive feedback. (Bambino, 2002; Dunne, 2000; Kember, 1997; Swaffield, 2004)



[bookmark: _Toc2947770]The Facilitator’s Role: An Overview
Skilled facilitation includes the careful and intentional planning of activities, resources, structures, and conditions that encourage teacher participation and learning. As depicted in the vignette below, facilitation requires much more than simply setting up a room, or printing an agenda. Facilitator: Today we're going to look at a piece of student writing from second grade. It's a Halloween story, so it's a little dated, but we're going to use a very specific protocol to guide our conversation. For those of you who have not participated before, the way that it works is that we're going to be going around in a circle and respond to each of these prompts. The goal of the protocol is to give everyone an opportunity to voice their opinion and their thoughts; it also gives you some time to process before you jump into the conversation. You wait your turn, you can say pass, and you can repeat. In fact, repeating is actually pretty powerful because we might notice some certain themes or patterns that are emerging.
If you'll notice on the back of the agenda, we have the rubric for narrative writing from a book, Writing Pathways. It's Lucy Calkins' book for rubrics and assessments. Since we're really trying to, in lower school, align our practices with the Teacher’s College Writer's Workshop approach, Jamie [a graduate student at Teacher’s College] suggested this resource for us. 
After the meeting, I'm going to send you a request for reflection. It'll be anonymous. If there are kinks or things you are uncomfortable with, it's great to get honest criticism so that we can work those out and see how everybody feels about the process. 
We're going to start ... We're talking about our framing question which is going to be, “What are the characteristics of proficient writing in 2nd grade?” We're going to be using our rubric to determine that. What are the characteristics and does this piece of work demonstrate characteristics of proficient writing? If not, where do we go with this student? If it does, still where do we go with this student? The rubric gives us a continuum of lower school grade levels. Morgan or Joan, do one of you want to give the context for this writing piece since it was your student piece?
Morgan: Sure, we were writing small moment stories, a unit on that, and although this is a Halloween story that wasn't part of the assignment. The student just chose to write about Halloween. Students were writing things of their own choosing, trying to isolate something that would not be a moment that lasted for a whole day. Some people were more successful with that than others, but he spent a lot of time on this story. He came back to it over and over again.
Facilitator: Were there any other specific assignment guidelines you gave them?

Morgan:  This was an on-demand I do know…small moment writing. 


As featured in the sample Facilitator To-Do List on this page, the facilitator’s responsibilities cover a wide range of tasks and skills. The National School for Reform Faculty lays out three domains and the associated tasks that fall under the responsibilities of a facilitator: Learning, Logistics, and Longevity (see figure on p. 20). 
Learning
While the learning that occurs during a CFG is generated by the group as a whole, it is the facilitator who is responsible for ensuring the group knows the purpose and focus for their work. This can be accomplished as simply as stating the overarching goal or focusing question at the start of each meeting. Facilitation also involves guiding participants through the conversation protocol being used. This includes transitioning the discussion between conversation rounds, as well as synthesizing and summarizing the big ideas. Facilitators document and acknowledge the group’s work and progress to move the work forward. Finally, it is the facilitator’s job to check in with participants on their experience during the learning process and offer support if needed. In order to promote learning I made sure to use on-going evaluation throughout the CFG meetings to gauge how teachers felt about the process and the impact of the meetings on their practices. Based on their feedback, I would adjust and plan future meetings accordingly. Facilitator To-Do List
· Meet with administration advocate for CFGs
· Choose a topic and participant group (this was decided by administration after CFG approval was given) 
· Secure a meeting time and schedule
· Decide on a problem of practice based on the assigned topic
· Select a conversation protocol to match the intended outcomes of the group, as well as the problem of practice
· Gather any relevant materials (in this case, a professional text) 
· Decide on a facilitator and presenter 
· Develop and share an agenda with group
· Prepare relevant materials (writing materials, copies of professional text, protocol, student work, agendas)
· Secure and prepare learning space (my classroom)
· Purchase refreshments 
· Communicate schedule, agenda, protocol, and meeting details with participants 
· Open the meeting
· Facilitate the conversation protocol, redirecting and synthesizing as needed
· Close the meeting
· Document meeting activities, outcomes, and next steps
· Check in with participants
· Prepare for next meeting 


Logistics
	Ensuring the process runs smoothly is also part of the facilitator’s job. This includes managing and organizing the space, schedule, and stuff.  For me this meant securing and reserving a meeting time and room, providing snacks, preparing materials and agendas, and assigning roles which are all part of this domain. 
Longevity
Finally, it is the facilitator’s job to ensure the work of the CFG is sustained over time through the motivation and commitment of its participants, but also through secured support via funding and/or time. This involves identifying and linking the CFG’s goals to the school’s overall goals and communicating the progress to stakeholders. An effective facilitator also uses distributed leadership to mentor and build efficacy amongst its participants. In order to distribute leadership amongst my teachers, I set the expectation that all teachers would have the opportunity to present their work at one of the CFG meetings. I also offered teachers the opportunity to facilitate a meeting. 
It is important to note that each domain is equally important, there are many overlaps, and that understanding the complicated role of facilitator is crucial to the success of the group. 


CFG
Determine

NSRF, n.d.




[bookmark: _Toc2947771]Planning for Facilitation
	Planning for facilitation of a CFG involves determining who will be involved, what the group will focus on, and when the group will meet. The following sections will outline specific facilitator responsibilities before, during, and after leading a CFG meeting as an effort to strengthen CFG facilitator capacity to be effective.
[bookmark: _Toc2947772]Who: The Participants
The first step towards successful facilitation of a CFG is figuring out who is going to participate: Will they be voluntary? Required to participate? Will they be a homogeneous group of similar content area or grade level teachers, or will the participants represent a diverse array of content areas and grade levels? Depending on who the participants are will help to decide what the group will focus on, and when the group will meet. 
In an initial pilot study, I began CFGs with voluntary participants outside of the school day, opening it up to any grade level or content area teachers who wanted to present a dilemma. As a result of the participants’ positive experiences, I was able to advocate to the administration for a more formalized CFG that was built into teachers’ schedule. While the built-in nature of the sessions supported greater attendance and sustainability, it did limit who could participate to only lower school, classroom teachers. 
[bookmark: _Toc2947773]Distributing facilitation and leadership. Democratic structures of distributed leadership and equal opportunities for leading help flatten the hierarchy of power, and are key components of CFGs. CFGs run on the premise that all members of the learning community have a stake in their own and their students’ learning and can all contribute to making change and generating knowledge (Timperly, 2005). Therefore, as participants become more comfortable with the format and process of CFGs, it is important to offer everyone the opportunity to present and facilitate in order to foster distributed leadership and increase buy-in. Setting the intention early on of distributing the facilitation and presenter roles to others will encourage participants to observe the facilitation process as they prepare to take on this role. A Google Doc is a great resource for record keeping and storing a schedule of presenters and facilitators (see Appendix for sample sign-up/schedule). 
[bookmark: _Toc2947774]Troubleshooting participant bends in the road. While distributed leadership can be seen as an act of empowerment, it is important to note that not all participants may feel this way due to fear, lack of experience, lack of understanding, or lack of time. The table below features some potential challenges when offering distributed leadership opportunities to participants and potential solutions should they occur.
	Bend in the Road
	Possible Explanation
	Possible Solution

	
Lack of presenter volunteers
	· Fear of volunteering
· School culture is one in which teachers only share successes
	· Establish the norm, or expectation, that everyone will share data on a rotating basis and create a collaborative schedule – when I first introduced CFGs, I stated from the start that each week a different grade level would be responsible for sharing their student work for analysis 
· Discuss the problem with the group and brainstorm solutions

	
	Participant is unsure of what to present
	· Provide a limited menu of options to choose from: generally, work that is presented should reflect one of the following:
· Something that you’re wondering about
· Something you want to revise or improve
· Something that raises a dilemma
· Help the person identify a current challenge or concern as a source of work to present – as facilitator, I visited classrooms to look through student work to help teachers select which student work samples would be appropriate to share 

	
	Participant feels uncomfortable/ vulnerable sharing work
	· Meet with the participant to explore reasons they may feel uncomfortable sharing their work – if the lesson or product seems flawed, frame it as a problem of practice to be problem solved
· Model the process using your own, or anonymous, work to demonstrate the purpose of the process is not blaming or shaming, but rather problem solving
· Invite more readily willing participants to present first to give more hesitant participants time to build trust and see that the effort is worthwhile 

	
	Participant lacks time to gather or prepare materials 
	· Offer to make copies of student/teacher work, as well as protocols for the meeting 

	Lack of facilitator volunteers
	Fear of volunteering
	· Establish a norm, or expectation, at everyone will facilitate a meeting on a rotating basis and create a collaborative schedule

	
	Participant is unsure what protocol to use
	· Model think alouds to give facilitators an understanding of the process employed to select a protocol
· Work as a group to select a protocol, debrief the process, so that participants feel confident in their ability to choose their own protocol (with support)

	
	Participants feel like they lack the skill or knowledge to facilitate
	· Model facilitation, using think alouds to provide insight on decisions made as the facilitator
· Provide opportunities for supported practice with coaching and feedback 
· Co-facilitate with gradual release of responsibility
· Provide coaching and feedback 
· Debrief after each session to make the facilitation process as transparent and accessible as possible

	
	Participant lacks time to gather or prepare materials 
	· Offer to make copies of student/teacher work, as well as protocols for the meeting 


In order to build facilitation capacity within the group, it will be important to model the facilitator roles, responsibilities, and dispositions outlined in this handbook. As mentioned earlier, facilitation is not simply setting an agenda and overseeing a meeting so meeting with facilitators ahead of time to clarify and confirm what aspects of learning, logistics, and longevity they will be responsible for when it is their turn to facilitate is an important step. 
The presenter is responsible for presenting a problem of practice, as well as any data (student work, teacher work, assessment data, professional text) that reflects or will help support the group in understanding the problem. To best prepare presenters ahead of time, you should meet ahead to discuss the nature of the work being presented, as well as the purpose for sharing the particular piece of work to ensure that both lend themselves towards reflecting a problem of practice that invites feedback (see page 25 for more details on how to choose a problem of practice). During this time, you should also collaboratively choose a protocol that matches the presenter’s desired outcome (see page 32 for more details on how to choose a protocol). 
It is important to note that while the facilitator and presenter have designated roles with specific responsibilities, it is truly the participants of the group who carry the real responsibility of listening, reflecting, problem solving, and contributing towards changes in practice. 


[bookmark: _Toc2947775]What: Choosing a Problem of Practice. 
The vignette below reflects the process in which CFG participants discussed and decided upon a topic (the communication of student progress from year to year) and a problem of practice (lack of systems) that the teachers felt needed to be addressed. It also illustrates the importance of a facilitator to listen and synthesize the participants’ comments to best summarize the group’s thoughts and ideas. Morgan: Pretty much, the year wraps up, we write our reports. Personally though, my impression is that it's often a lot more social, emotional feedback and we don't really communicate a lot of academic progress…they’re written more for the parents – tricky parents.

Jennifer: I think that's true. I think the hard thing is, with portfolios, when the year starts you never look at them. We have everything else to read. It would have to be something simple. If I got 10 pages of reports, I wouldn't read it. I never look at reports either unless it's a kid who you know that parent is going to come in and be like "Have you read the evaluation, have you read it?"

Joan: We do transition meetings.

Jennifer: That's all we've ever done to my knowledge.

Joan: Well you’ve given us one sheet of paper that had every kid's name on it and had what their reading level, where they ended their reading level, where you saw them in math at the end of the year. 

Morgan: Last year I, because it was driving me crazy, because I knew the class you currently had had so many needs and there was so much to talk about, I created a Google doc for Joan and I to fill out, a very, very brief version of those reports - reading level, math, and just very generalized. High, medium, low basically, just so you had a snapshot of patterns. That's what we did. I'll admit I haven't done that this year. 

Facilitator: Just to restate, the problem of practice seems to be that we do not have a consistent, efficient or useful way of communicating academic progress. 

What do we think about the dilemma? Is this something worth thinking about? What assumptions do we have? What have we done in similar situations?

Morgan: I definitely think it's issue we should be talking about. Especially when you restate it as a dilemma, it seems like a problem that there isn't a way to pass on academic information in an efficient way. All the academic information is out there, like reading reports, it's out there if we wanted it. It's about patience. There's ways to get the information, but once school starts those ways don't feel preferable.

Topic selection in a CFG can be a collaborative decision made by the group with support from the facilitator, or pre-determined (which may often be the case if there is a department or school initiative being imposed upon teachers). The selection should consider who the primary participants will be and whether focusing on multiple topics, content areas, grade levels or a single one is best, as well as whether or not the topic will be sustained long term, or exist for a single meeting. No matter what, the importance, relevance, and focus on student learning of the topic should always be the top priority when choosing a topic for your group’s inquiry. 
The table below delineates the differences, advantages, and disadvantages to choosing different topics for each meeting versus having a longer term theme or focus. Some CFGs switch topics each meeting, while in contrast, others focus on an overarching theme for a longer duration such as a semester or year.
	
	Single Meeting Topics:
	Long Term Topics:

	Example 
	A CFG comprised of teachers from diverse content areas and grade levels were invited to present on problems of practice from their respective heterogeneous content areas and grade levels. 
	A CFG comprised of first through third grade classroom teachers focused on writing instruction through the analysis of student writing was the theme for an entire year. 

	How the Topic was Selected
	The topic for each specific meeting were determined and discussed by the facilitator and designated presenter ahead of time.

If given the freedom to choose, topics should be selected and decided upon between the designated presenter and facilitator; additionally, they could potentially be selected collaboratively at a previous meeting.
	This topic was selected based on an expressed need by teachers, as well as an administrative request based on that need.

If given the freedom to choose, selecting a longer term topic should be a collaborative decision based on an expressed need of those participating in the group. 



	Advantages
	Changing topics each meeting encouraged a wide array of perspectives, as well as “looks” into classrooms teachers might not have otherwise had an opportunity to see or hear about. It also helped inform teachers of language, skills, and strategies being used in various classrooms and content areas that could be applied in their own, building consistency and coherence across the school.
	Focusing on a single theme for the year enables teachers to build upon each meeting’s outcomes with new learnings and a deeper understanding of a single topic. It also looks at a single content area to see how it develops and evolves throughout the year.

	Disadvantages 
	A disadvantage to this approach was that each meeting’s content and outcome occurred in isolation, rather than building upon each other. However, because the group used conversation protocols each time, the group was still able to develop and grow in their familiarity with the CFG process, which contributed to more ease of use, and potentially more thoughtful contributions. 
	A disadvantage to this approach was that some teachers who wished to participate didn’t feel they could contribute as much as they’d like because they were special area teachers, not classroom teachers who taught writing. This experience, however did provide those teachers with insight into the skills, strategies, and practices that their mutual students were using.




The following questions can help guide the process of choosing topics: 
· What needs improving?
· What could we be doing better? 
· What school-wide initiatives do we need to respond to?
· What are students resisting? 
· What do we want to improve?
· Based on assessment data, what needs improvement? 
[bookmark: _Toc2947776]Turning a Topic into a Dilemma. Once a topic has been selected, a problem of practice or dilemma related to the topic is needed for the group to address. NSRF defines a dilemma as: “a puzzle, an issue that raises questions, an idea that seems to have conceptual gaps, something about process or product that you just can’t figure out” (n.d.) 
Examples of dilemmas your CFG may consider focusing on: 
· A disconnect between theory and practice 
· Unmet learning goals 
· Lack of assessment tools or methods 
· Inconsistent or difficulties implementing curriculum 
· [bookmark: _nu8dzqk6qrv3][bookmark: _o3i07hbg0rao]Lack of differentiation in a content area


[bookmark: _Toc2947777]What: Working with Protocols and Professional Texts  
	The CFG that informed this handbook utilized two processes that were instrumental in supporting teacher learning and changes in practice. These were the use of conversation protocols and the professional text, Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K-5 (Calkins, 2013). Conversation protocols were used to organize the structure and schedule of the meeting, while the contents were driven by whichever grade level teacher was presenting student writing during that session and the corresponding grade level writing assessment rubric from Writing Pathways. 
[bookmark: _Toc2947778]Why protocols? One factor that contributes to effective teacher learning during CFGs is the use of structured conversation protocols to foster collaborative learning conversations (Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Levine, 2011; Little, 2012; Nelson et al., 2008; Snow-Gerono, 2005; Swaffield, 2005; Wilson & Berne, 1999; Wood, 2007). The quote provides an overview to a conversation protocol called the Constructivist Protocol for Adult Work, which was used in a CFG to structure a conversation around a note keeping tool developed by a second grade teacher. 
Facilitator: We're going to be using this Constructivist Protocol for Adult Work. If you look at the different rounds, we have number one, where Jamie will present and share her work. Number two is clarifying questions. Number three, reflecting on the qualities of the work. The third round will have two parts. We'll do that warm feedback, so the strengths. Then, we'll do cool, like concerns that you might have. Then, we'll also do maybe suggestions for tweaking. Finally, we'll have Jamie reflect, because she's actually created and used this tool. She can maybe address some of our concerns or suggestions. After we celebrate her work we’ll have a debriefing. We can talk about the process, and you guys can also jot it down on your reflections for me, which have been really helpful. (Video Transcript, Session 6) 

[bookmark: _d3ix8fg3ayrm][bookmark: _d4rz8sn4t89v][bookmark: _3mnc8fo52kn1][bookmark: _ncuvihpzfaos]The National School of Reform Faculty (http://www.nsrfharmony.org) is the leading resource for protocols used by Critical Friends Groups. There are a wide variety of protocols available on their website and by simply googling for them that offer a range of specific prompts for discussion, but the general format of protocols that guide discussions start with the presenter’s framing question or dilemma, followed by participants’ questions that clarify and provide details to their understanding of the dilemma, a close, descriptive examination of data (e.g., student work, teacher work, assessment results), rounds of responses to discussion prompts that focus on description, recommendations or implications for practice or next steps, the presenter’s reflection and response, and finally, a debriefing of the process and protocol. See Appendix for sample protocols. 
The following table highlights the potential benefits of using a protocol, the reasoning behind the benefit, and testimonies from CFG participants as to how and why protocols improved their learning experiences. 
	Potential Benefits of Protocols
	Why?
	What Teachers Say

	Changes the ways that teachers speak to and with one another. 


	Protocols provide norms, or guidelines, that foster safe, respectful environment for giving and receiving feedback by using specific prompts that prevent a group from straying off topic, judging, or criticizing, thus increasing conversation’s substance and professionalism (Levine, 2011; Little, 2012; Nelson et al., 2008; Wood, 2007)

Structuring conversations around practice in systematic ways increases the capacity for learning, engaging teachers in critical reflection on their practices, provides opportunities for giving and receiving feedback through the development of a common language and norms, and distributes learning amongst participants; in effect, protocols create opportunities for teachers to improve their instructional practices through more effective communication (Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Little, 2012; Nelson et al., 2008, 2009)
	“The difference between other meetings and CFG was that we had a focused question and had to stay on topic. With the format of going in a circle and having everyone respond in order, it forced us to stay on topic and not get pulled in a different direction.”
Marissa, Far Brook School CFG Participant

“The formality of protocol usage created a sense of order and safety in sharing and receiving feedback.” 
Morgan, Far Brook School CFG Participant 

 “[I would advise someone just starting CFGs to their school] to be disciplined about sticking to a scheduled time and following the rules for speaking.” Jennifer, Far Brook School CFG Participant

	Encourages collaboration and equitable participation 


	Protocols encourage and require all participants’ voices to be heard during the conversations (Nelson et al., 2008)

Problems are addressed as a joint effort and a shared concern (Storey, 2015)
	Because of the way protocols require participants to take turns speaking, they provided an opportunity for teachers “to hear from people who may not normally talk or share during meetings” Marissa, Far Brook School CFG Participant 

	Increases productivity 

	Conversation protocols help structure conversations so that they are more likely to be productive, particularly because of their use of inquiry, data, and relationships (DuFour, 2004; Earl & Timperly, 2008 as cited by Selkrig & Keamy, 2015; Levine, 2011; Little, 2012; Nelson et al., 2008; Wood, 2007)

	“I really value protocol usage as an efficient and valuable tool in shaping a conversation to be action/outcome driven.”
Morgan G, Far Brook School CFG Participant

“The conversations were much more productive. I think they were more productive because the group was very focused and had one objective to accomplish. The CFG stayed on topic and did not go in 10 different directions with only 1 or 2 people talking the entire time.” 
Marissa, Far Brook School CFG Participant

	Encourages reflection.


	Critical reflection on practices occurs because the “the political nature of CFG conversations often precipitated disputes that    required members to articulate positions, unpack assumptions, clarify  terms, and challenge each other’s reasoning” (Curry, 2008, p. 752) 
	“I was thinking, just sitting here, it's always great that we can take the time to really zero in on somebody's work and to really be thoughtful about what's going on in that moment for them. I think it's a great process and for me personally, forces me to sit down, and really look at this work when we're multitasking in so many different ways.” 
Pamela, Far Brook School CFG Participant

	Upholds integrity and progression of the conversation 


	Protocol rounds slow the rush to judgement and still move participants productively toward developing concrete implications for practice.   (Levine, 2011; Little, 2012; Nelson et al., 2008; Wood, 2007)
	“You can’t interrupt, you can listen and reflect.” Jennifer, Far Brook School CFG Participant

	Supports changes in practice
	Structuring conversations around practice in systematic ways increases the capacity for learning, engaging teachers in critical reflection on their practices, providing opportunities for giving and receiving feedback through the development of a common language and norms, and distributing learning amongst participants; in effect, protocols create opportunities for teachers to improve their instructional practices through more effective communication (Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Little, 2012; Nelson et al., 2008, 2009)
	“The focus on the actual work of students and the range of [my colleagues’] responses helped me to be more observant and discerning about the subtleties of students' understanding and ability to actualize what they are learning.”
Joy, Far Brook CFG Participant


[bookmark: _Toc2947780]Using a professional text. In my experience, I have used professional texts within the context of a professional book study group in order to increase content knowledge with little opportunity to really synthesize, interpret, critique, and apply the learning. In the CFG that informed this handbook, the use of the professional text, Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K-5 (Calkins, 2013) in conjunction with the conversation protocols added even greater focus and productivity of conversations. The use of an external source is a deviation from the traditional CFG process of looking at student work, teacher work, or assessment data, however, using the professional text has potential to deepen the group’s collective content knowledge, thus increasing the application and understanding of text and, as a result, curricular cohesion and implementation fidelity. 
This particular text provided content knowledge and assessment rubrics that teachers were able to refer to while analyzing student work. Here are some tips for using a professional text in conjunction with conversation protocols during your CFG:
· Provide copies of the text for your participants in advance of the meeting so they can become acquainted with the material
· Build time into meetings for participants to read or re-read the material – don’t assume everyone was able to read it ahead of time
· If you are short on time or want a narrower focus, use portions of a text such as chapters, paragraphs, or tables for participants to examine
· Match protocols to the text (see more in the next section on choosing protocols)– protocols that are appropriate for using with a text include:
· Final Word Protocol – expands text interpretation through collaborative input
· The Text Rendering Protocol – increases understanding around a common topic
· The Four A’s Protocol – to analyze the content of a text taking into consideration one’s assumptions, agreements, arguments, and aspirations 
· Rich Text Protocol – helps to unpack dense or complicated text for better understanding
[bookmark: _Toc2947781]Choosing protocols. The presenter and facilitator should communicate ahead of time to discuss what is to be presented and what protocol best fits the discussion. In The Facilitator’s Book of Questions, Allen & Blythe (2004) state that protocols have the capacity to identify problems, deepen understanding, or combine the two through the use of open-ended questions or problem solving steps. The selection of the protocol will depend on what the group’s goals and/or problems of practice are which is why it is so important to have the problem of practice identified first. Together, the facilitator and presenter should look at various protocols’ purposes and match them with their data and intended outcomes. To expedite this process, many resources have been developed featuring condensed versions of popular protocols and their purposes in order to support matching:
Books:
· Allen, D., & Blythe, T. (2004). The facilitators book of questions: Tools for looking together at student and teacher work. New York: Teachers College.
· McDonald, J. P., Mohr, N., Dichter, A., & McDonald, E. C. (2013). The power of protocols: An educators guide to better practice. Moorabbin, Vic.: Hawker Brownlow Education.
Websites:
· School Reform Initiative (https://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/tag/choosing-a-protocol/)
· National School Reform Faculty (https://www.nsrfharmony.org/protocol-matching-tool/)
[bookmark: _Toc2947779]Troubleshooting protocol bends in the road. Despite the many benefits to protocols outlined in the section above, they are not without their challenges, particularly if participants are new to them. For example, participants in my CFG were unaccustomed to waiting for a designated turn to speak and would often try to jump in to add their input, or respond mid-round as a presenter. Being prepared with ways to redirect, while reminding participants of the purpose of the protocol helps to build in habits and routines as participants become accustomed to the practice. 
	Bend in the Road
	Possible Explanation
	Possible Solution

	Participants say that protocols make conversations too awkward or too structured
	Using conversation protocols is a very different and specific way of engaging with each other. It can feel stilted until people begin to get a feel for the benefits of the process. 
	Encourage participants to trust the process, and debrief about the process afterwards by asking for observations about what went well, what didn’t, and ow did using a protocol move the conversation along? How did it not?

Discuss the benefits of controlling the conversation even if it sometimes feels awkward or stilted – remind participants that as they get better and more familiar with the structures, this will become less of an issue.

Don’t use protocols as the only form of interaction in the group, or modify them to be used in more flexible ways that suit the group and the goals of the group

Discuss the benefits of structured conversations

	Participants do not adhere to the protocol
	It could be that some people are resistant, or that they have simply forgotten the norms and protocol because it is new to them or don’t understand the value of sticking with it. Other reasons could be that they are excited and tempted to jump to implications and recommendations before fully exploring the data. 
	Gently redirect participants back to the protocol, referring to the agreed upon norms.

Remind everyone that the purpose of the rounds is to move the learning forward and give everyone an opportunity to speak and to keep the conversation focused and “safe” for the presenter

Designate and rotate the role of a participant to keep the group on track with the protocol; remind the group of this role

If an issue continues despite redirection, consider a one-on-one conversation with the participant outside of the meeting to understand what factors are affecting their participation.

	The presenter forgets to bring student data
	The presenter may have forgotten, or not had a chance to prepare for it due to a busy workload and/or schedule 
	Give presenters a reminder a day in advance that they’ll be responsible for bringing data

	One participant repeatedly passes on participating
	Resistance to the process, shyness, lack of confidence
	Be patient and encouraging to passing participants; indicate that their voice is valued

Consider a one-on-one conversation with the participant outside of the meeting to understand what factors are involved in the non-participation.

	Participants do not feel the process yielded new learning 
	The shared data or focusing question or dilemma is not rich enough, the protocol was a poor match for the problem, or the group does not feel engaged
	Reflect as a group on why the process may not have worked – was it the problem of practice? The protocol? The group engagement? 




[bookmark: _Toc2947782]What: Developing an Agenda
Creating an agenda is an important way to ensure that the time allocated for a CFG is being used in a focused, organized, and efficient way. Providing participants with an agenda before the meeting lets them know what to expect. It also helps them to be better participants because it gives them a chance to prepare materials, questions, or concerns they may have regarding the topic, and previews the process and any protocol you may be using. The vignette below illustrates how an agenda that structures and organizes meeting time can move conversations forward. Researcher: What exactly is frustrating about the current faculty meeting and professional development time - is it the quantity of time, misallocation of time, how the time is spent? 
Marissa: How the time is spent is one problem. The way the time is arranged is also a problem. There are no plans, agendas, goals, so it just feels unclear and ambiguous. 

When developing an agenda, the facilitator must balance the content of the meeting with the allotted time, while ensuring that the purpose and goal of the meeting is met. The agenda I created and used with my participants generally followed this format:
1. Facilitator Introduction (5 min) – 
a. Check in with participants to get a read on the room – how was their day, what pressing issues might they have, questions or concerns regarding to or that may impact the impending meetingTips for Setting an Agenda
Write time allotments down to each activity so you know how much time to designate to each
Overestimate time allotted for activities to build in a time “buffer” – better to end ahead of schedule than run out of time or worse, go late
Use previous meeting closures to inform future meeting agendas 
Send agendas to participants ahead of time to give them a preview and the opportunity for revisions 
Make hard copies to share at the actual meeting 

b. Review the agenda and see if there are any revisions that need to be made 
c. Set, review, or revise norms
d. Debrief on previous meetings, action steps, etc. – what have people tried or done as follow up from the last meeting? 
e. Review the purpose and steps of the protocol
f. Introduce the presenter and problem of practice (or dilemma or focusing question)
2. Conversation Protocol: Discussion Rounds and Process Debrief (time dependent on protocol selection, number of participants, and the nature of the data) 
3. Next Steps (5-7 min)
a. Make plans for next steps/future meetings
b. Announcements 


[bookmark: _Toc2947783]When: Scheduling your CFG
“I wish CFGs were a regular part of our faculty meeting time, that they could extend beyond a single school year. I always wanted more, or better time to meet - after school sometimes felt hard to be as mentally available as I wanted to be.”
Morgan G, Far Brook School CFG Participant

One of the most challenging aspects of CFGs is finding a common time for participants to meet. As Snow-Gerono (2008) points out, “﻿[Teachers] rarely have time that is not additional to their school lives where they may engage in conversation groups with professional colleagues, whether in their school sites or across multiple school sites and districts.” Therefore, this time is ideally built into teachers’ days as part of their professional development. However, often times, that is not the case.	
Using Built-In Time for CFGs. Having CFGs built into teachers’ daily schedule increases attendance, and the consistency of who is attending the meetings. Teachers that are required to participate in a CFG during their work day, either during a scheduled prep period, professional learning, or meeting time engages participants who might otherwise be hesitant or resistant to participating. It also provides more consistency in scheduling and increases the potential that the CFG will be sustained once part of a school’s routine schedule. 
In order to advocate for teachers to have time built into their schedules for CFGs, it is important to ensure that the various stakeholders understand the importance of using time for this purpose and what it is being used for. Engaging stakeholders and decision makers in a conversation about school-wide initiatives or problems of practice can help to create buy-in. Meeting with administration to present why time should be allocated for CFGs is critical to securing scheduled time. During this meeting, the process, potential topics, and potential outcomes of CFGs should be presented, and how the CFG addresses learning needs. For the CFG work that informed this guide, I met with administration to see what concerns or initiatives they felt needed to be addressed. When the administration requested that we focus on more effective implementation of the Teacher’s College Writer’s Workshop curriculum, I consulted with one of our teachers who was a graduate student at Teacher’s College at the time, and she recommended focusing on using assessment rubrics. 
When preparing to meet with administrators to advocate for time, facilitators should also take a look at potential places in the schedule that this work could take place – is it during a common prep time? Faculty meeting time? Designated PD time? Then, decide how the work that normally takes place during that time can be re-allocated or accomplished in a different way – can information be disseminated electronically? Could there be a rotating schedule of agendas? Using the answers to these questions, facilitators can make suggestions and proposals to administrators. Finally, in order for administrators to see and feel that the time is being spent wisely, it will be important to share how the work of the group has impacted teachers’ practices, and student learning. 	
[bookmark: _Toc2947784]Troubleshooting Scheduling Bends in the Road. The following table describes possible challenges and solutions that may arise when working with formalized, mandated CFGs:
	Bend in the Road
	Possible Explanation
	Possible Solution

	Failure to attain buy-in from all participants 
	The process, goals, and work is new, misunderstood, or unknown 
	· Conduct a needs assessment to identify the needs of potential participants and then choose a topic that will likely be of interest to participants
· Share an example agenda and protocol to give participants and idea of the activities 
· Highlight opportunities for distributed leadership
· Invite hesitant potential participants to sit in and observe a session 

	Scheduling may be controlled by administration and therefore can be re-assigned, re-scheduled, etc.
	Administration doesn’t fully understand the importance of the work

	· Use email or a Google doc to conduct a virtual meeting for the missed time 
· Present work to administration to advocate for the time being made up
· Communicate the importance of the work by consistently sharing progress and learning outcomes 

	As part of providing time for CFGs, administration may also prescribe the topic for CFG.  
	Administration has time-pressing information or initiatives they have to prioritize
	· Engage participants in identifying the problems of practice relating to that topic to create a sense of ownership
· Ask to compromise and request possible topics/initiatives from the administration that the group could work on; then as a group, identify which would be the most impactful to study



[bookmark: _Toc2947785]Finding Time to Work with Volunteer Participants. If time during the school day is unavailable, working with teachers who volunteer their own time can be another option. While gaining administration buy-in isn’t necessarily part of this process, it is still important to share the benefits and potential outcomes for participating in a CFG. This can be done via email, face to face conversations, or if the school provides opportunities for announcements (i.e., school newsletter, faculty meeting announcements, etc.). One of the primary benefits towards using volunteered time is that by volunteering, the participants are demonstrating buy-in and are willing and motivated to be part of the CFG. Because the schedule is not limited to specific or mandated meetings times such as divisional or grade level prep or meeting times, this approach can also encourage diversity amongst its participants as. On the other hand, it can also result in limiting potential participants who find it hard to commit to the time or are hesitant or resistant due to the unfamiliarity of the process. Even with willing and volunteer participants, scheduling conflicts if the CFG is being scheduled outside of the school day and using a Doodle poll or Google form to survey participants on best possible meeting times and days is a helpful way to schedule your meetings. Eventually, sharing the learning outcomes of these meetings can be helpful in securing a more formalized, built-in time from administration (see above). The following table describes possible challenges and solutions that may arise when working with CFGs that are scheduled based on volunteer availability:

	Bend in the Road
	Possible Explanation
	Possible Solution

	Finding a common time that works for everyone

	Outside responsibilities, commutes, and schedules all vary 
	Use a survey tool such as Doodle or Google Forms to schedule meetings 

Use virtual meeting platforms such as Google Hangouts, Zoom, or Google docs to do the work via writing instead of face to face 


	Limited number of people can and will participate

	People have limited time outside of their regular work hours

People limit the time for outside activities they don’t feel are worthwhile 
	Start with those who can and will participate. Share outcomes and create buzz as a way to encourage others to participate.

	Difficulty sustaining the work over time
	Missed meetings, other initiatives, or poor attendance slow the momentum of the group 

Starting a group back up after a new school year or semester begins
	· Create an on-going schedule
· Distribute leadership to build motivation and incentive to participate
· Collaboratively reflect on the process and whether or not the group is meeting its intended outcomes – if not, what needs to change? 
· Celebrate and acknowledge positive outcomes
· Communicate outcomes to administration to advocate for time to be built in for CFGs to sustain the work and grow within the context



[bookmark: _Toc2947786]Final Tips on Planning for Facilitation
· E-mail the participants details for upcoming meeting (at least 24 hours prior to meeting)	
· Remind teachers to bring any necessary materials to share		
· Create an agenda to keep the meeting focused
· Choose a discussion topic, conversation presenter, and protocol (if not selected by the presenter) 		
· Prepare the meeting space and materials (refreshments, chairs, writing utensils, copies of protocols, writing samples, agendas)
· Share the work and progress of the group to key stakeholders involved in decision making to sustain motivation, buy-in, as well as advocate for, or protect time; examples include:
· Inviting administrators to attend meetings
· Asking participants at the start of meetings to share actions they’ve taken as result of previous meetings
· [bookmark: _x0ce3pb9t4vv]Meeting with administration to share evidence of changes made in teachers’ practices and student learning (lesson plans, student work, achievement data, etc.) 
[bookmark: _n8rdwhyya9hw]

[bookmark: _Toc2947787]Facilitation in Action
	It is not enough to simply rely on an agenda and conversation protocol to move the group’s work forward. In order to cultivate professional interactions and meaningful conversations, effective facilitators support learning by developing and upholding group norms and by synthesizing emerging themes or ideas that arise in order to help participants think more deeply about a problem of practice.
[bookmark: _Toc2947788]Setting Norms for Meaningful Conversations
	Setting and upholding explicitly stated meeting norms is an important part of the CFG process. The following vignette provides an example of a CFG participant speaking out of order, and how the facilitator redirected. 
CFG Participant: I think there's always kids you have to go back and follow up on. Usually it's enough to get started. You know the main things, but I think then we never have time once school gets started. We recheck with them. What about this, what about this? There's always questions that come up after.

Facilitator: Let's try and stick to the rounds. That way, everyone gets their turn.

CFG Participant: Are we supposed to go in order?

Facilitator: Yeah. You can also pass. 

CFG Participant: Sorry, sorry, sorry!

Facilitator: That's okay. We can go back around.

Norms are the community agreements regarding how the group will function in order to support safe, honest, productive learning conversations that include everyone’s voices. Norm setting is a process of naming the behaviors and routines which support productive, safe, and open conversation about teaching and learning. Norms can be developed in a variety of ways, but generally groups can establish their own norms from scratch, or they can use a sample list and revise as they need to based on specific needs and circumstances (See Appendix for sample norms). If groups seem to be having trouble developing their own norms from scratch, using a pre-existing list of norms can help generate ideas and discussion. Either way, developing norms as a group creates greater buy-in. Norms also give facilitators something to refer to if and when participants engage in non-normative behavior. Using norms to hold participants accountable for their behaviors, versus a person, decreases a sense of power hierarchy within the group. Generally, the process includes group brainstorming, revising, agreeing, and continued revisiting to ensure the norms are supporting the group’s learning.  In the CFG at Far Brook, we established and stuck to norms using a pre-developed list (See Appendix). This set of norms has been used many times during professional development workshops, faculty meetings, and is even referred to during student meetings and advisory sessions. After following the steps laid out below, our group agreed to add “Assume good intentions” under the “Really Listen” category. 
Running Head: TEACHERS’ EXPERIENCES IN A CRITICAL FRIENDS GROUP:
A FOCUS ON STUDENT WRITING
The following table outlines suggested steps for setting norms. The examples of questions were used by my CFG as we developed our set of norms and the examples of responses were ways that we addressed the associated challenges. 
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	Norm Setting Steps
	Example Discussion Questions
	Example Responses

	Clarification: Identify the goals of the group’s work.
	What are the goals of our group? 
	 “Improve writing instruction.” “Improve assessment practices” 

	Discussion: Brainstorm, discuss, and chart what types of norms will support that work.
	· What norms will support the achievement of those goals? 
	“Listen to understand.” 
“Lean into discomfort.” 
“Start and end on time.” 
“Assume good intentions” 

	Revision: Revise wording, add, or remove norms based on group consensus. Combine similar responses together when appropriate. 
	· What norms do you want to keep? 
· What norms have you used in the past? Do we want to include these?
· Which of these do you want to revise or get rid of?
· What do you think is missing?
	“One speaker at a time” and “Only speak when it is your turn” essentially meant the same thing, so it only needs to be stated once 

	Agreement: Get group consensus on the final list of norms. Discuss which norms might be challenging, and how we might proactively address those challenges. 
	· Is everyone comfortable with adhering to the norms? 
· Are there any norms that feel challenging to adhere to?
	Highlight the norms that feel challenging (perhaps by circling or putting a star next to on the list) to bring heightened awareness to these

	Redirect: Reach consensus on how they would like to handle when norms are not being upheld. 
	· What signals or reminders should we use if we stray from our norms? 
· Whose role it is to uphold the norms? 
	The group can choose something like a silent signal, verbal redirection, etc. as reminders
The facilitator, or a designated participant could be assigned the role of upholding norms

	Revisit: Ensure that the norms are a working document and can be revised along the way to fit the needs of the group. 
	· How are our norms working? 
· Do we need to add, drop, or revise any?
· What norms are being upheld?
· Which norms have been a challenge to adhere to? 
	Some norms may prove irrelevant or too limiting. For example, one of our CFG norms was “Stick to the protocol.” However, as the facilitator, I had to be flexible and responsive to the needs of the group. When I sensed that strictly adhering to the protocol would be at the expense of learning, we allowed one round to “go off protocol,” allowing for a more open discussion. 



[bookmark: _Toc2947789]Synthesizing
An important part of the facilitator’s job is to help pull out and synthesize the big ideas and learning that occur during the conversation in order to confirm, clarify, and/or move the learning forward. The following vignette illustrates how the facilitator opens the round and then synthesizes the individual teachers’ responses in order to highlight broad themes and ideas. Facilitator:	Now we're going to dive into more detailed aspects of the writing. Our next area we're going to talk about is the organization. How did this writer organize her story? Including, leads, endings. Are there hooks? Are there ending sentences? Are there transitions? What's missing? We'll take just about 30 seconds. Whoever feels comfortable starting and we'll just go around from there.

Participant 1:	I'm not sure if she understands the idea of an introduction or lead sentence, but that she did attempt an ending. For the second chapter on bark, you see that she did attempt a beginning, a hook, a question, but not the ending. She has one missing from each part. She does attempts though.

Participant 2:	I'm agreeing with everyone with the transitional sentences or phrases. It sounds very conversational. She seems to have gotten that part about voice really well. Like you were saying, and I agree, she has one ending for one and one beginning for another. 

Participant 3:	I don't think I have anything other than what they said.

Participant 4:	I agree. I felt the same thing, she listed things, and the information is organized. She wrote the last part on the last page. I did notice that she had something a bit flipped at the beginning of the first part and same thing for the second part where she's talking about the bark. 

Participant 5:	I agree with what's been said so I'm not going to repeat it. My only additional comment would be that she did repeat herself about the living fossils in China and that would be a good thing to reread it and see if she can tighten it up a little bit. I love the order of the sentences too. I thought she built her case for the interesting fact about the leaves and then also about the bark.

Facilitator:	Okay. For the most part we felt that the student really organized her information well. It flowed from beginning to end. A lot of us did notice that in the first section there was a lead sentence missing. It went back to using the language from the rubric. I noted down that she didn't actually state what her topic was going to be, she jumped right into the facts. That would be both a lead, but also stating the topic was missing.

We did feel that she was attempting this transition work. We started judging upon a little bit on that voice in craft which is actually our next round that we're going to do.

If you look carefully we're going to be looking at some elements of writing. Elaboration, we did start to talk about that. How does the writer use details to create mental images? And craft, so word choice, repetition, is she intentionally choosing words or creating mental images and how is she doing that? Again, checking with our rubric and what our rubric is expecting for first graders on matching that against our writers writing. Anyone who would like to start can jump in.

When facilitating and synthesizing rounds of conversation, Blythe and Allen (2004) recommend and approach they call “listen-describe-invite-propose” (p.52). 
Listen: What common themes or patterns emerge as you listen and observe your participants? What unspoken messages are being conveyed through body language, or tone of voice? Who is participating and who is not? 
Describe: Share specific observations with group. For example, point out if comments have drifted towards a different topic than intended; describe ideas and themes that seem to be emerging.
Invite: Ask participants for their input on your observations – do they agree? Disagree? What are the next steps? Is a drift in conversation topic signaling a group need, or is it just natural off topic talk? 
Propose: Explicitly state the next steps, with the group’s consensus, whether it is scheduling time to discuss a different topic at a future meeting, switching gears to address a perceived need of the group, or moving forward with the conversation as planned. 
	Helping the participants synthesize and think deeply about a problem of practice and possible solutions is one of the most challenging aspects of facilitating because you are multitasking listening, redirecting, time keeping, note taking, and synthesizing all the same time! As the facilitator in my group, I kept careful notes of each participants’ contributions during each round. After each round was finished, I would look across the comments for broad themes, ideas, or issues that were arising. To close each round, I would restate the problem of practice, the conversation prompt, and share the patterns that emerged from that round of conversation. Then, I would use that as a segue into introducing the next conversation round. 
[bookmark: _Toc2947790]Troubleshooting Facilitation Bends in the Road
Setting and upholding norms and synthesizing the group’s learning to move it forward can be rewarding, but also pose challenges, especially if using conversation norms is a new or unfamiliar practice to participants or synthesizing is a new practice for the facilitator. The table below describes commonly experienced challenges to facilitating, the possible reasons behind these challenges, and potential solutions based on the study that informed this handbook. 

	Bend in the Road
	Possible Explanation
	Possible Solution

	The group disagrees on norms
	· Previous negative experiences with a norm
· Fear of change
	Use a session to unpack, revise, and create new norms.

	The group strays from the norms
	· Participants are adjusting to a change in practice
· Participants forgot the norms
· Participants disagree with the norms
· The norms are difficult to stick to
	Assign the role of “norm keeper” to one of the participants. This role would use group agreed upon signals or redirections to remind participants of the norms. At the end of the meetings, the norm keeper can reflect on the strengths and challenges of adhering to norms with the intent to revise or reinforce group norms. 

	A participant feels hurt or shut down following a redirection

	· Participants are adjusting to a change in practice and way of engaging with one another
· Feelings of embarrassment for redirection 
	Refer to relevant norms and their purposes

Check in with the participant via one-on-one conversation outside of the meeting to better understand what caused their feelings to be hurt, and develop a plan for more effective redirection in future meetings.

	The facilitator has trouble keeping up with the content of the conversation round, or is unable to identify themes or patterns 
	· The facilitator listens to each contribution in isolation rather than listening for general themes 
	Take brief notes while the participants are speaking – if the same topic comes up multiple times, use tallies next to the topic to indicate this – topics with many tallies indicate common themes and patterns that are worth mentioning


	The facilitator’s multitasking reduces his/her ability to listen carefully and synthesize 
	· The facilitator has taken on too many roles and responsibilities to do his/her facilitation role well 
	Limit your role within the group to facilitator, not facilitator and/or participant and/or presenter to narrow your focus

Delegate the roles of time keeper and norm upholder to other participants to reduce your responsibilities 


[bookmark: _Toc2947791]Final Tips for Facilitation in Action
· Open the meeting:
· Review the norms
· Introduce the protocol, dilemma, and presenter 
· Remain objective by focusing on the group’s dilemma, rather than your own emotions or agenda regarding an issue 
· Uphold conversation norms such a limiting speaking time, turn taking, and adhering to protocol prompts
· Redirect conversations that may stray from the protocol or that may deviate from the order of speakers taking turns. Remind participants that you (or whoever is responsible for upholding the norms) will be doing this and that they should try not to take this personally
· Encourage participants to provide constructive and thoughtful feedback to each other
· Synthesize each round of the protocol:
· Make clarifications, if needed
· Paraphrase the main themes and patterns of response that arise 
· Put off-topic, but important issues, in the “parking lot” for follow up at a later time 
· Transition the conversation between rounds of protocol prompts 
· Conclude the meeting 
· Encourage group reflection on the content and process of the meeting
· Identify next steps for participants’ practice, as well as future meetings
· Express appreciation for participation 
· Attend to the meeting space (cleaning, restoring)


[bookmark: _Toc2947792]Feedback, Evaluation, and Documentation 
	 It is important as a facilitator to document the learning that has occurred during the CFG meetings and to get feedback. This is helpful for planning and improving future meetings, making responsive adjustments based on the needs of the group, sharing the outcomes of CFG meetings with stakeholders such as administrators, and communicating about the activities to non-participants. Meeting minutes and participant check-ins are two quick and easy ways that facilitators can document, get feedback, and reflect on how to deepen and sustain learning. More impactful ways of getting feedback from participants is to engage them in debriefing during sessions to reflect on the process or to share learnings or changes they’ve made along the way. As the facilitator, I made sure to engage in conversations with participants formally (interviews) and informally (casual conversations) to check in on their experiences, and if and how their experiences were impacting their classroom practice. Participants could also take ownership in sharing the work by presenting the group’s outcomes to administration, or even other faculty or inviting non-participants to observe a meeting. 
[bookmark: _Toc2947793]Meeting Minutes
During the meeting, it is helpful to have someone take notes or minutes on the content of the meeting so that participants can refer back to strategies, suggestions, etc. that were offered during the session. Creating a shared Google Doc makes this information accessible to all participants and administrators. During my CFG, participants who couldn’t attend meetings would refer to the Google Doc to see what content they had missed. See Appendix for sample meeting minutes.
[bookmark: _Toc2947794]Participant Check-Ins
To gauge the effectiveness and quality of this professional development experience and to move learning forward, it is important for participants to do some reflection and evaluation following each session.  Having teachers reflect immediately about how the work of the group relates to their practice will most likely capture more thoughtful responses than questioning them later about their reactions, so oral responses as part of a concluding discussion or an on-the-spot written exit slip are two effective methods for doing this. What will you do differently as a result of our conversation?
· Try to use the rubrics for writing more frequently when planning lessons and when conferring with students.
· I should look beyond lack of punctuation and sentence structure, (that can come later) and focus on the "meat" of the writing.
· I would like to differentiate my mentor texts
· Try out “Partner 1 and 2” when doing “turn and talks”
· Pay more attention to assessments: how are we using them effectively? Are we making the most of the data they provide? 
· Try to teach small groups more often. Maybe do cross-grouping with my co-teacher’s groups. Use planning time to look at student writing (suggestion too). Also, do this for math!
· Structure the lessons differently, and realize we need the duration of the project will be longer, whole group into individual needs 
· I will look for patterns among student behavior and student work. 
· Try to be more focused with conferencing comments.
· Read student with 3 lenses ahead of conferencing & having teaching points ready 
· Incorporate on demands after units (haven’t done this)
· Keep better record of assessments and notes to pass on to other grades
· Try to do more on-demand writing, use rubrics. More focus on grammar, mechanics
(Anonymous Teacher Reflection Forms) 

Some questions you may consider asking your participants to reflect upon are: 
· What did you learn about students, about colleagues, and/or about yourself?
· What implications emerged for your own practice as a result of participating in today’s session? 
· In what ways did the process we used today help you think in new ways about your practices?
· In what ways did the process we used today help you think about what you want to improve or change in your practice? 
· What went well in our CFG? What could be improved?
There is also a benefit to having participants reflect on their learning over time as a result of their work in the CFG. In addition to informal conversation between meetings, it is beneficial to come back at subsequent meetings and discuss what has happened as a result of a previous meeting. It is important to check in and evaluate the effectiveness of the CFG in terms of its ability to address dilemmas or change teachers’ practices. Sample questions: 
· What have you changed as a result of your participation in the CFG? How did it go?
· What additional support or help do you need to make changes/improvement in your practice?
It is also helpful at the conclusion of the group, for example, at the end of the year, to assess the group’s work and process as whole. This data can be used to sustain motivation and commitment to the work, as well as be used to share with additional stakeholders and decisions makers such as administration. Questions that are helpful in assessing the overall success of a CFG are as follows: 
· Were the outcomes of the CFG met? How or how were they not? 
· In what ways did the work of Critical Friends Group impact teaching/learning?
See Appendix for Sample Exit Slip and CFG Outcome Form


[bookmark: _Toc2947795]Final Tips on Post-Facilitation Follow Up
· Reflect on the meeting by considering your observations and/or responses on teacher exit slips, perhaps using a facilitator’s log or journal.  Use this to:
· Think through how to redirect or continue positive conversation in future CFGs
· Possible reflection prompt: What went well during the CFG? What challenges occurred and what steps can be taken to address them? 
· Document and acknowledge the work of the group through follow up communication
· Possible reflection prompt: How will you acknowledge and communicate the accomplishments of the group?  
· Make plans and improvements for the next meeting
· Possible reflection prompt: What needs to change for the next meeting?  
· [bookmark: _onqo1z376yf1]Interface with administration and other members of leadership about the work of the group
· Possible reflection prompt: What evidence is there to reflect the learning of the group?   



[bookmark: _Toc2947796]Closing
In the introduction, I stated that the purpose of this handbook was to give potential CFG facilitators an understanding of their role in CFGs, as well as the skills and tools needed to provide consistent, thoughtful, and effective teacher learning opportunities to their colleagues. Being a facilitator is no easy feat – it requires passion, dedication, and vision not to mention strong social and organizational skills. There will be many challenges ahead, some logistical, some cultural. However, when done right, facilitation can also be incredibly empowering, rewarding, and inspirational. I hope this handbook offers support and insight to those of you who are motivated and committed to fostering rich learning experiences that benefit teachers, students, and school cultures. 






[bookmark: _Toc2947797]Appendix
A. Sample Meeting Agenda 
B. Sample Norms 1 (NSRF, n.d.)
C. Sample Norms 2
D. Sample Protocol: Consultancy (NSRF, n.d.)
E. Sample Protocol: Tuning (NSRF, n.d.)
F. Sample Protocol: Describing Student Work - A Slice of Writing (NSRF, n.d.)
G. Sign-Up/Schedule Sheet for Distributing Facilitation and Presenting 
H. Facilitator Training Activity (NSRF, n.d.)
I. Guide and Suggestions for Bringing Student Work (NSRF, n.d.)
J. Meeting Minutes Record Keeping Sheet
K. Exit Slip and CFG Outcome Form


[bookmark: _slypqcg1wvtm][bookmark: _jng3onz6ojx][bookmark: _l1xwbwn1nwp7]


[bookmark: _Toc2947798]Appendix A: Sample Norms 1
Although these norms are for one particular protocol, these can be generalized and adapted for the work of any CFG. 
[bookmark: _Toc2947799][bookmark: _ockyrbimjdcx][image: norms_lfsw_0.jpg]
Appendix B: Sample Norms 2
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[bookmark: _Toc2947801][image: ]Appendix D: Sample Protocol - Tuning
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Appendix E: Sample Protocol - Describing Student Work, A Slice of Writing [image: ]

[bookmark: _Toc2947803]Appendix F: Sign-Up/Schedule Sheet for Distributing Facilitation & Presenting 
[bookmark: _9yvnc1exrc39]Critical Friends Group Schedule of Facilitation and Presenters

	Date
	Facilitator
	Presenter
	Topic
	Protocol
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[bookmark: _qyzvu34ws6yh][bookmark: _Toc2947804]Appendix G: Meeting Minutes Record Keeping Sheet 
Critical Friends Group Meeting Minutes

Recorder: ________________________ Date/Time: _________________  Session #: _______
	Facilitator: 
	

	Presenter:
	

	Participants: 
	

	Protocol Used:
	

	Dilemma/Focusing Question: 
	

	Implications for Practice (Skills or Strategies Identified):
	

	Reflections on the Protocol/Process:
	

	Next Steps: 
	

	Additional comments:
	


[bookmark: _8ka3lheavyu4]


[bookmark: _Toc2947805]Appendix H: Exit Slip

Exit Slip: Teacher Reflection

What did you learn about the student, about colleagues and/or about yourself as a result of participating in today’s CFG? 



What implications emerged for your own practice as a result of participating in today’s session? 



In what ways did the process we used today help you think in new ways about your practices?



In what ways did the process we used today help you think about what you want to improve or change in your practice?



What went well in our CFG today? What could be improved? 


[bookmark: _tq7c7gif41pz]

[bookmark: _Toc2947806]Appendix I: CFG Outcome Form

Names of Participants: __________________________________________________________

Start Date: ____________   End Date: ______________   Number of Sessions: ____

What were the objectives of the CFG? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Were the objectives of the CFG met? How? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Give examples of how you have improved or changed your practice and/or more effectively addressed student learning as a result of your participation in the CFG. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Give examples on how your participation in the CFG had an impact on student learning and/or achievement. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

[bookmark: _a0om2e8yj3d1]Additional comments, concerns, questions: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Chapter Five: Conclusion
The completion of this dissertation enabled me to explore a problem of practice related to the quality of professional development in my school and that examined the impact of implementing high-quality, teacher-driven professional development in the form of Critical Friends Groups to improve it. As a result of the experience, I created three products that share my findings with colleagues and outside stakeholders who may be interested in the benefits, implementation process, and facilitation of Critical Friends Groups. The creation of each product in the dissertation refined my skills as a change agent and researcher, compelling me to look more closely at my data to inform the development of practical products. 
General Implications
	Writing the practitioner article revealed key findings relating to changes in teachers’ learning and teaching practices as a result of their participation in the CFG. It highlighted the processes that supported changes, and how using a professional text (a deviation from the traditional approach to CFGs) increased the benefits of CFG participation by focusing the conversations around additional data. The study findings add to the growing body of literature focusing on the outcomes of CFGs as an approach to professional development. 
Developing the Critical Friends Group change presentation helped me consider the barriers and supports that influenced the implementation of a new approach to professional development in a school steeped in tradition and a specific culture that strongly influenced how things are done. It highlighted the importance of understanding and being patient with the change process and expecting it to occur in small, incremental ways. Both Fullan (2007) and Reeves (2009) make the case that in order for meaningful change to take place, change agents need to respect their expertise and the complex job that teachers have and allow them time to reflect on their practices in order for improvement to occur. With this understanding, the CFGs gave teachers an opportunity to share, distribute, and celebrate their learning, as well as cultivate a collaborative positive pressure and team-like attitude to accomplish a common goal (Fullan, 2007). I believe this supported the sustainability and success of the group. 
Finally, the facilitator handbook encouraged me to reflect on the challenges a skilled facilitator faces when considering the learning, logistics, and longevity (Allen & Blythe, 2014) of a CFG. Deconstructing the entire process of starting a CFG from start to finish, capturing the logistics, responsibilities, and obstacles I faced when acting as the CFG facilitator helped me to consider how to mitigate those challenges in the future, offering advice and examples from my experiences along the way. 
Implications for Practice
As evidenced in this study, most teachers consider themselves learners, are open minded, and motivated to learn. The teachers in this study had a strong desire to implement best practices in both teacher learning and writing instruction. They were interested and enthusiastic about using formative assessments to inform instruction, data collection and analysis, and assessing and communicating their findings to their students, families, and colleagues. It is clear that this school has an incredibly dedicated and motivated faculty. It is important to recognize and honor this by capitalizing on their desire to implement best practices in instruction and PD. In order for this to occur, the structures and systems must be in place so that teachers’ schedules have built in time for teacher reflection, planning, and learning (Storey & Richard, 2015). Opportunities for teacher led professional development is crucial to addressing the daily problems of practice that teachers encounter on a constant basis (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Garet et al., 2001; Wilson & Berne, 1999; Wood, 2007).
It is also important to note that teachers expressed a need for more support and sustainability in their learning. Ensuring that CFGs were an ongoing, sustained practice built into teachers’ schedule is an important aspect of maintaining changes in practice. Research has also shown that the support of a coach or peer observer can further support continuous teacher change through the use of consistent feedback and accountability (Kruse & Zimmerman, 2012, Neuman & Cunningham, 2008) and could be used as a supplement to CFGs. 
Additionally, the study reiterates DuFour’s (2007) claim that in order to establish a true professional learning community, it is essential for schools to develop the systems and structures that make collaboration meaningful rather than artificial, to guarantee time for collaboration during the contractual day, and to establish clear priorities and parameters so that teachers focus on the right topics.
Supports and Barriers. While teachers embraced the use of CFGs as an approach to professional development, it is important to recognize the supports that promoted its success. Time was provided during faculty meeting schedules so that teachers did not have to find extra time to participate. Due to the small size of the school, the group was inherently cross grade level because there is only one class per grade level (with co-teachers and an associate). Additionally, administration supported the participation of other visiting teachers such as the resource room teacher, literacy consultant, specials area teachers, or upper grade level teachers. As stated earlier, the faculty participating in the study were a notably enthusiastic, dedicated, and passionate group of teachers who were open to new ways of learning and teaching. 
However, CFG implantation was not without barriers. Despite scheduling CFGs into the faculty meeting rotation, inevitably things happened, such as snow days, absences, administrative decisions to change the schedule, parent/teacher conferences, that got in the way of our meeting times. Additionally, while teachers felt that their time was used well and felt energized by their learning, the new approach contributed to their sense of “initiative fatigue” (Reeves, 2009, p. 14), particularly for the teachers during the week when they presented at a CFG meeting. Their role had to be to define a problem of practice and find data that illustrated that problem to the group. As a new practice, this was cognitively taxing and an additional responsibility on top of an already burdensome workload. 
Implications for Further Research
Many of the study’s findings support the growing literature on CFGs as an effective approach to teacher learning. Additional areas for future research could investigate whether collaborative time across grade levels and content area actually does result in a more cohesive scope and sequence across curriculum. It would also be worthwhile to examine what specific contextual factors contribute to the sustainability of CFGs (time, coaches, administrative support). 
As evidenced by this study, teacher learning and teacher emotions are connected and could be examined in order to mitigate issues of teacher attrition and job satisfaction. Other studies could look at the impact of CFGs on teacher burn out, as well as teacher self-efficacy, both relating to job satisfaction. Connected to this topic, studies focusing on teacher emotion and teacher change could look at how CFGs can be used to support teachers’ personal and professional growth and well-being. 
Finally, the goal of improving teacher learning is to improve practice and increased student learning, so another important area of research could be investigating the impacts of CFGs on student learning. One area that relates to this study would be to look at whether or not student learning is improved with the consistent use of writing rubrics for assessment, planning, and instruction. 
Cultivating Change
Ultimately, my research revealed that most teachers are passionate and willing and able to learn, try new things and improve their practice under the right circumstances. The success of the Critical Friends Group was due to the administrative support that enabled the meetings to be part of the teachers pre-existing schedule, the teachers’ dedication and willingness to participate, and thoughtful planning and facilitation of the sessions. While Critical Friends Groups have the potential to be seen as another initiative added to already busy agendas, hopefully teachers will perceive the increased collegiality, congeniality, and cohesion from their teacher learning experience productive and worthwhile.
Since the introduction of the CFGs to the lower school teachers, Far Brook School has implemented professional study groups (PSGs) across all grade levels and content areas during designated faculty meeting time as a result of the positive outcomes and feedback relating to the work of the CFGs. Drawing upon elements of best practices in professional development, the PSGs are teacher-led, and teachers formed groups around topics of their choice. At their start, the groups were facilitated by faculty volunteers, but had inconsistent meeting practices, norms, topics, and goals that were based on the facilitator’s personal experiences and preferences. The following year, the PSG coordinator (and school librarian) consulted me on ways to improve the groups. Based on our conversations, facilitator meetings were held to debrief, share, and create plans on how the groups’ learning could move forward and be shared. The PSGs continue to evolve and as of this year, the PSGs are all focused on a single topic: social justice. Teachers chose a professional text based on a wide range of titles focusing on social justice from various perspectives and content areas suggested by the coordinator. Faculty were organized into groups based on their text selection, making sure the groups had diverse representation across grade levels and content areas. As a result of my sharing the importance of protocols and professional texts during CFGs, the PSG coordinator advocated for and implemented this approach to the PSG groups. During facilitator meetings, the PSG coordinator provided resources such as conversation protocols and sample norms to standardize the approach to facilitation. A follow up study could look at how participants compared a more traditional approach to CFGs to the adapted version of the PSG. Changing the culture of a school requires the timely, intensive process of individual and collective decisions to adapt new materials, approaches, and beliefs (Fullan, 2007). The evolution of professional learning communities at Far Brook reflects the incremental, but eventual and successful adoption of an effective approach to teacher learning at a school that previously had nothing of this nature in place.
Since the culmination of this study, I have since left my role as a classroom teacher to become a develop a school program to support the health and wellness of children across the state of New Jersey. Despite leaving the K-12 educational setting, I have used and applied so much of what I learned about being a change agent into my role regarding organizational change, research design, and adult learning to design this program. 
First, to develop a plan for working with schools, I have had to apply what I have learned about implementing change, the factors that affect change implementation, and the stages required for each step. To start, I examined the mission and objectives of the grant to develop a logic plan outlining the planned work, intended results, and potential outcomes, as well as assumptions, local context, and external factors that could potentially influence the implementation. Next, I used Fullan’s (2007) initiation/planning, implementation, and institutionalization stages of change in order to create a schedule and timeline for the intended program activities and tasks. I also developed a plan for on-going assessment of the program, and an overall program evaluation with plans for documented outcomes. The program is currently in the initiation/planning stage of change. In addition to open and frequent communication with others working on the grant, I have been keeping a researcher log of completed tasks and objectives to document the implementation process. One of my intended outcomes is to use the implementation as a research focus. 
My combined understanding of change implementation and qualitative research design has been instrumental in developing a needs assessment to measure teachers’ readiness for change, a document review, and an observation tool to assess the need for change during this initiation/planning stage of change. My understanding of designing effective data collection protocols was applied in the development of these tools, and I am currently conducting focus groups with the undergraduate research assistants who ran the observations to assess the reliability, validity, and feasibility of the tool. 
	In addition to designing, developing, and evaluating a school program, one of my additional responsibilities in my new role has been to work with undergraduate students in designing a research study that contributes towards children’s health and wellness. This process has required me to call upon skills I’ve learned as a result of the EdD program such as working with adults, facilitating small groups, and research design. 
	Finally, outside of my role as program development administrator, I work as a strength and conditioning trainer at a CrossFit gym and have helped to develop a plan for coaches’ professional development. I consulted with the organization’s owners on how to effectively observe, coach, and provide feedback to their coaches applying best practices of andragogy such as self-directed learning, experiential learning, and motivation. 
	As a result of my learning, I feel that I am a more reflective and knowledgeable facilitator, researcher, and teacher leader. Consequently, moving forward with my new role, I am hopeful that these skills and understandings will contribute to successful program implementation. I can say with confidence that my accumulation of knowledge relating to organizational change, change implementation, research design, working with adult learners, and developing best practices for teaching and learning has affected my life professionally and personally.
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Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org


Fears and Hopes Protocol
Developed in the field by educators.


Purpose 
One purpose is simply to help people learn some things about each other. The deeper purpose, 
however, is to establish a norm of ownership by the group of every individual’s expectations and 
concerns: to get these into the open, and to begin addressing them together.


Details 
Time for this protocol can vary from 5 to 25 minutes, depending on the size of the group and the range 
of their concerns. If the group is particularly large, the facilitator asks tables groups to work together 
and then report out. The only supplies needed are individual writing materials, newsprint and markers.


Steps
1. Introduction. The facilitator asks participants to write down briefly for themselves their greatest fear for 


this meeting/ workshop/ retreat/ class: “If this were the worst meeting (class) you have ever attended, 
what will happen or not happen? (Adapt it to make it age appropriate)” Then they write their greatest 
hope: “If this is the best meeting (class) you have ever attended, what will be its outcomes (what would 
I learn)?”


2. Pair-Share. If time permits, the facilitator asks participants to share their hopes and fears with a partner.


3. Listing. Participants call out fears and hopes as the facilitators lists them on separate pieces of newsprint.


4. Debriefing. The facilitator prompts, “Did you notice anything surprising or otherwise interesting while 
doing this activity? What was the impact on you or others of expressing negative thoughts? Would you 
use this activity in your school (at home)? In your classroom? Why? Why not?”


Facilitation Tips
	 The facilitator should list all fears and hopes exactly as expressed, without editing, comment, or 


judgment. One should not be afraid of the worst fears. A meeting always goes better once these are 
expressed. The facilitator can also participate by listing his or her own fears and hopes. After the list 
of fears and hopes are complete, the group should be encouraged to ponder them. If some things 
seem to need modification, the facilitator should say so in the interest of transparency, and make the 
modifications. If some of the hopes seem to require a common effort to realize, or if some of the fears 
require a special effort to avoid, the facilitator should say what he or she thinks these are, and solicit 
ideas for generating such efforts. It is easy to move from here into norm-setting: “In order to reach our 
hoped-for-outcomes while making sure we deal with our fears, what norms will we need?”







Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community and facilitated by a skilled facilitator. To learn more 
about professional learning communities and seminars for facilitation, please visit the School Reform Initiative website at www.schoolreforminitiative.org


Variation
	 One variation that cuts down on time is to use picture or picture postcards that have fairly ambiguous 


meaning, and to ask participants to introduce themselves and tell how the images they have picked 
(randomly) express their hopes and fears for the meeting. In this variation, the facilitator listens carefully 
and makes notes while participants speak, so as to able to capture expressed hopes and fears for the 
group’s reflection.
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Developed in the field by educators affiliated with NSRF.

General Guidelines for Participants

When looking at student work in order to learn from it, having a shared set of guidelines helps everybody
participate in a manner that is respectful as well as conducive to effective feedback. Below is one set of
guidelines. The group should go over the guidelines and the schedule before starting the protocol. The
facilitator should remind participants of the guidelines and the schedule when needed at any time during
the process.

1. Be respectful of the presenter, and of the student and his or her work. By making their work more
public, educators are exposing themselves to kinds of critiques they may not be used to receiving. If
inappropriate comments or questions are posed, the facilitator should make sure they are blocked or
withdrawn.

2. Contribute to substantive conversation. Resist blanket praise or silence. Without thoughtful descriptions,
questions, and comments, the presenter will not benefit from using the protocol to understand the
student, the student work, or his/her own practice. Be specific when giving feedback or making
comments.

3. Keep the conversation constructive. There is a productive middle ground somewhere between feedback
that only affirms and feedback that does damage. It is the facilitator’s job to make sure that a healthy
balance is maintained. At the end of the session, the presenter should be able to revise the work
productively on the basis of what was said.

4. Be appreciative of the facilitator’s role, particularly in regards to following the guidelines and keeping
time. A complete protocol is sometimes run on a tight schedule. A protocol that doesn’t allow for all of
the steps to be enacted properly will do a disservice to the presenter and to the participants.

5. Try to keep your comments succinct, and monitor your own air time.

6. Maintain confidentiality.

7. Don't skip the debrief at the end.

General Guidelines for Facilitators

1. Be assertive about keeping time.

2. Be an advocate for the presenter.

3. Encourage substantive conversation.

4. As a Facilitator, decide whether you will also participate, and make the nature of your participation
clear to the group. Many facilitators participate in the actual process of giving feedback only if the
group is small (fewer than four people, including the presenter).

Protocols are most powerful and effective when used within an ongoing professional learning community such as a Critical Friends Group® and facilitated
by a skilled coach. To learn more about professional learning communities and seminars for new or experienced coaches, please visit the National School
Reform Faculty website at www.nsrfharmony.org.




image42.png
Speak MY Truth | Really Listen

Use | statements No side conversations

Speak from my own experience Push myself to question my own beliefs

Be brave enough to be honest Ask for clarification, no debating

@p'ectfully

Stick With It ¥/ Expect & Accept
Non-Closure

Unresolved feelings, more questions

Stay engaged, focused, and on topic

Lean into discomfort

The goal is not to agree—it s to gain
a deeper understanding

It can be messy

Respect our conversations and
honor the confidential

Adapted from Glenn Singleton, Author: Courageous Conversations About Race: A Field Guide for Achieving Equity in Schools





image43.png
National
School
Reform
Faculty
e Consultancy
Adapted for Examining Student Work

‘Developed inthe feld by educators aflared with NSRF.

Time.
Atleastone hour

Roles
Presente (whose student work s being discusse by the group)
Facltator (who also paricipates)

e presntrgives  quick verview o thesadent work. S ighighs h majo s o concers
and ames  queston o th consutaney roup i Conside.The amin o thisquesion, a5 wel 5
e ity of th peseners reflction o v sdent work ad relted Sves, ar ke fstres of s
protoco. (5 minuies)

2. The group examines thestudent work 5 mintes)

3.The consulancy group asks clarfying questions of the presenter — that s questons that have bri,
facual answers. (5 minues)

4. The group asks probing questions of the presenter — these questions should b worded 5o that they
help the presenter clarify and expand his or her thinking sbous th fsue or question <he raised fo the.
Consultancy roup. The goa here i orthe presenter to earm more abou the question s framed of 0
do'some analyss of the < e presented. The presenter respands o he groups Questions, bt there
s o dscussion by he larger roup o the presenter’s responses. (10 mindtes)

5.The group tlks witheach other about the student work and relted issuesin lght of the questons.
ramer orthe group by the presenter. What i we hear? Wht did' we hear that e needett 10 know
ore about? What do we think bout the question and ssue) presented?

Some groupslike o beginthe conversation ith “warm” feedback — answering questions [ke: “What
are the srengghs in this sitation o in his student’ worki” o “Whats the goad news here?” The group
then moves on o coolerfeedback — answering questons ike: “Where are the gaps?” “Wht it

the presenter considerng?” “What do areas for further mprovemen or investgaion seem to b
Sometimes the group will ase questions for the presente o consder (* wonder what would happen
.2 or | wonder ..., The presenter i not allowed 0 speak daring his dscussion but insead
istens and akes note. (15 minutes)

6. The presenter responds 0 what e hear (st n a fishbow f there ae several presenters). A whale.
810up iscussion mightthen ake place, depending on he time alloted. (10 minutes)

7. The facilator eads a brif conversation about the group's observation o th process. (10 minutes)
i e o nd e hen s 3 g sl gm0 352Gl s G

il o Bt St e i e o o o e o, e 1 e hod
Ly et ooy,




image44.png
National
School
Reform
Faculty

=

Tuning Protocol
Developed by Joseph MicDonald and David Allen

1. Introduction (5 minutes)
« Facilator biel introduces protocal gosls, uidelines, and schedle
« Participants brefly introcuce themselves (f necessary)

2. Presntation (15 minues)
“The pesenter has n opportunity o share the context for the student work:

= Information abou the students and/or theclass —wha the students tend to be ik, where they are n
school, where they are i the year

Astgnment or promp tht generated the sudent work

Student learning goals or standards that inform the work

Samples of student work — photocopiesof work, video clips, etc. — withstudent names removed

Fualuation format — scoring rubric andlor asessment critera, eic.

Focusing question for feedback

Paricipants are silent; no questions are entertained at this .

. Clariying Questions  minues)

 aricpans have an pportnity o ask “clriying”questions i re o gt nformaton tht may
v een ot e prceniation it oy el el help e 0 nersnd e om o the
Suden wor. g questions are mtes o -t

« T oo should e e to Frthe acstons o those that are“clriying.”fcging which
Quesions mora propery elon n th wariconl ouoack secion

4. Examination of Student Work Samples (15 minies)

" Participants lok closely 3t the work,taking noes on where t seems o be in tune with the stated
o, and where there ight b problem. Paticipants focus particulary on the presenters focusing.
qestion

= Prosenter i silent patcipants do tis work sently

5. Pause to reflect on warm and coolfeedback (2-3 minutes)
« Participant take a couple of minutes to relect on what they would lketo contributetothe feedback
= Prosenter i silent patcipants do tis work sently

6. Warm and Cool Feedback (15 minuies)

" Participants share feecback with each other while the presente s slnt. The feedback generally bgins
with a ew minutes of warm feedback, moves on o a few minue of cool fecdback (sometimes phised
ntheform o eflective questons), and then moves back and foth between warm and cool feedback.

i e o nd e hen s 3 g sl gm0 352Gl s G
A At o o ook B 21




image45.png
National
School
Reform
Faculty

Describing Student Worl
A Slice of Writing

‘Developed in the feld by educators aflared wih NSRF.

The Weiing Sice
e wriing prompt scross  rade span, a grace evel, o the curriclu,
T i condons donot v o b stttz bt could b, ckpending o o sion ad pepose,

(o513 fors Fsch s+ What Ar the Chrceric of Poficent Wi mght ot demand e Sample)
Soinplesshold b scored by tudent il eschersbeore examaton.
= T ¥igh, 1 Medium, | Low Sample fom each teacher

o of those sampls h 0 e roman ELL et

¥thre a1 too many sampls, liminats the -Meur” sample, il kpingth ELL sanpe.
[t bodiele b epeiiiess e sllkepiog "

The Descipive Review Setup
ueryont gt the sme paginaed packet o student work.

Fueryone speks each oundl Routds can go clockwie, o counter clocknise.

Everyonespek it and desries ONE hing,and only ONE hir

Faciation i, eeping each found of desripions t a panteulr el il keping s

oving cuickly. There s o discusion st s .

« Faciltaion inclades  shor recap o o or more ound, i sppropriste.
Facltaon may 29k pardcpans t pauee nd rfec beween ot ounds .53 quick ).

The Descriptiv Review Process: Times are adjustable depending on time avalable.

1. The processis explained and the Framing Question i introduced and beefly dicused, o5 What are
the Characteristicsof roficient Weting? (5 minutes

2. Paricpants examine the sampls, locking for evidence. They make note and It the page number and
example for reierence during the discussion. (15 minutes)

S

e
e

B

s

e

S

=t S

S

4. S0 What, Now What: (15 minutes)
Do several more rounds reviewing the content and posible next teps and Debrie the qualiy and
value of the Protocol for “next ime.”

i e o nd e hen s 3 g sl gm0 352Gl s G
e e L el




