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This article is an excerpt from an article tentatively 
scheduled to appear in an upcoming issue of 
Education Digest.

In discussing the achievement gap, educators 
often talk about the need for relevant and repre-
sentative curriculum for students of color. They 

discuss the need to recruit more educators of color. 
They also discuss power and the reality of white 
privilege. At my current school we hold “coura-
geous conversations” to build a dialogue across 
boundaries of race. There is rarely a discussion, 
however, of white educators teaching, and needing 
to discipline, students of color. Why do we need to 
think about what happens when a white educator 
disciplines a student of color? For me the answer 
begins with what’s happening at my school.

Despite a wonderful diversity that is truly val-
ued by the entire community, despite having a 
series of well-attended and well-received “coura-
geous conversations” that involve staff and families 
in diverse and growing numbers, the majority of 
discipline reports I receive as vice-principal are for 
students of color, and this is in a school that is 55% 
white. Beyond the reinforcement of stereotypes 
that lurks behind these numbers lies another, very 
practical, point. When discipline works, by holding 
students accountable in a way that they feel is fair 
and aimed at helping them grow, those students are 
able to get back to work. When students get back to 
work, instead of resisting or shutting down, they are 
less likely to misbehave again or as often, and more 
likely to make academic progress. While ideally the 
staff of a public school would mirror the diversity 
of its student population, the fact is that most teach-
ers who work with students of color in a diverse 
public school setting are white. As one of those 
white educators, I have long been encouraged to 
move beyond the notion of color-blindness, beyond 
the mantra to “treat all kids the same.” Given that 
a person’s race is an important part of his or her 
identity, this makes perfect sense to me. When I 
approach a student of color, being of different races 
is going to play a role, almost always unspoken, 
in our interaction. More recently, I have also been 
encouraged to think in terms of my own race, to 
think of my whiteness as a racial identity that prof-
fers privilege, rather than as the unacknowledged 
norm against which others are measured.

Many of my white colleagues may not agree 
with me, but I believe that one of the biggest 
obstacles for white educators to working success-
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fully with students of color, especially in the area 
of discipline, is a fluid mix of guilt, fear, and anger 
that ebbs and flows within most white educators in 
our relationships with students of color and their 
families. Guilt, fear, and anger are often hidden 
unconsciously behind genuine good intentions, 
and sometimes evolve into a sense of powerless-
ness to “help,” which hardens into simple anger. 
While there is clearly such a thing as white privi-
lege, it is unearned, because none of us chooses 
the color of our skin. Any thoughtful person who 
enjoys an unearned privilege is going to experi-
ence some guilt in the enjoyment of that privilege. 
As a result, white educators often try to convince 
students of color and their families that they want 
to “help”— “help” them achieve at a high level, 
“help” them achieve to the same level as the white 
majority. When and if that “help” fails to result in 
high achievement and positive behavior, though, 
guilt can easily give way to fear. It might be that 
the students of color who fail to achieve reinforce 
stereotypes that a white educator holds reluctantly 
and secretly, and fears will be discovered. It might 
be the fear of being misunderstood in the effort 
to hold students of color to a high standard, and 
of being branded a racist. How then, given the 
prevalence of color-blind thinking and white privi-
lege, should white educators strive to work with 
students of color, both in terms of academics and 
discipline? Below are four simple ideas: focus on 
goals, use baseline measurements, share specific 
data, and give balanced feedback. When educators 
focus on goals for students as individuals, based 
on measurement of long-term improvement, within 
the context of a long-term relationship that builds 
over time, they may simultaneously acknowledge 
race and transcend some of its barriers.

When educators help students set goals for 
their development, 
they are accomplishing 
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Protocols in Practice...
(continued from page 4)

in cross-difference groupings, I am finding that our 
protocols are designed to support and build on what 
is being said, and that we don’t create space to hear 
what’s not said.  

So when my colleagues of color speak to the 
silences that they hear, it begins to shift my thinking 
about what I’m hearing (missing?). I feel that I am 
slowly building my capacity to see and hear things 
that the lens of my white privilege has prevented me 
from seeing/hearing for most of my life. This shift 
makes me wonder whose voices we hear and priori-
tize in our protocols and whose voices we might be 
silencing.  

I am now struggling with how to use our pro-
tocols to hear and respond to what’s not being said 
and ensure we’re focusing on the issues and strate-
gies that matter most to our struggling students. 
When we don’t attend to what’s not being said, I 
find that too often white adults like me leave the 
table feeling good and yet nothing substantial has 
changed for kids. There’s often a tension between 
where adults are willing and ready to go and where 
our students need us to go. I know that I need to 
better understand that tension in order to engage it, 
if I am truly going to implement the NSRF mission 
in my work. I had a recent experience that exempli-
fied this for me.

Doing an Issaquah protocol in a recent training, 
a vice principal brought this question to the table: 
How do I motivate my teachers to take attendance 
consistently? In the clarifying questions, it became 
clear she needed better attendance records so she 
could document who was skipping and give them 
consequences as a way to reduce skipping, which 
was chronic at the school.

In the probing questions, a couple of us asked 
questions like “Why do you think kids are skip-
ping?” and “Do you see any connection between 
what’s going on in the classroom and who skips?” 
It was evident from her answers that she was not 
ready or willing to go in the direction of these 
questions. She needed strategies to motivate teach-
ers. That’s what she asked for and that’s what she 
responded to in the questions and feedback.

I struggled with this because my experience in 
schools tells me that too often we push kids out of 
classes by using teaching strategies, curricula and 
subtle behaviors that offend and don’t meet the 
needs of many of our student populations. By allow-
ing this vice principal to not address a potential 
underlying issue, I felt I was now complicit in sup-
porting a school curriculum that potentially pushes 

transparent and open to learning the process. 
I needed to ask questions and mediate the 
answers so that I could understand and use the 
process as part of my work toolkit. Needless 
to say, being openly rebuked for “talking too 
much” in my group on the first day of CFG 
training closed the door to my interest in using 
“the process” as part of my professional prac-
tice. I left the training, and didn’t go back. I 
was through, finished, and cynical about how 
CFGs could ever positively impact my learning 
or that of my community.

As an experienced educator, I knew that 
my community would not sit still for a process 
that did not listen, hear, or change to suit the 
needs of the players. It was only through a 
whole year of serious conversations with my 
personal critical friends that I regained the 
desire to revisit CFG training. I traveled over 
two hundred miles to attend a week long NSRF 
CFG training. Again, I was the only black 
person in the group. I still smarted from the 
sting of “airtime” over “why?” questions. I still 
wanted to go deeper – and there was nobody 
there to talk that over with. I completed the 
task, got the certificate, and went back to my 
personal critical friends to debrief and unpack 
my experience.

So you see, I will always relive that 
moment as part of my critical friends training 
experience to make sure that that is not what 
I replicate in my practice, but what I use as a 
transformation tool. Our work should be about 
transforming education, not replicating it!

- Lynda

kids out of classrooms and then punishes them for 
not being there. Because I followed the protocol 
and responded to the focus question and the adult 
need, I supported her in continuing her practice 
of recording who was in the room without figur-
ing out why they were or weren’t in the room. For 
whom did I create a powerful learning experience?

What has begun to help me in situations like 
the one above is working with a revised tool for 
framing dilemmas (see protocol on our website). 
The tool supports 
participants in fram- (continued page18) (continued on page 27) 
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A new school year can mean a fresh start, a chance for renewal 
with new students, new schedules and in some cases, new 
colleagues. In this issue, our colleagues invite us to reflect 

with them on ways to take our considerable reflective, collabora-
tive will and skill to a deeper level as we sharpen our focus on our 
mission, “to foster educational and social equity by empowering all 
people involved with schools…”

In the Director’s Report, Steven Strull shares his reflection on 
his first year as our executive director, sharing his experiences and 
thinking about our next steps as we move toward a membership 
structure to sustain our work. Ellen Key Ballock’s article introduces 
her research into the impact of our CFG work and offers some 
insights and reflective tools to help us strengthen the connection 
between our espoused goals and our actual effect on teaching and 
learning. In NSRF’s Living History, Peggy Silva talks with Greg Peters 
of Leadership High and the San Francisco Center about his journey 
as a reflective practitioner focused on equitable outcomes for stu-
dents. Joshua Frank from Brookline shares his questions about the 
equity issues behind disciplinary decisions when these decisions are 
made across racial difference. Maria Elena Rico reviews Principal 
Accomplishments: How School Leaders Succeed, calling it a “must 
read” for leaders who are willing to challenge their leadership 
assumptions.

Camilla Greene’s conversation with Dr. Paul Gorski invites us to 
think critically about issues of class and poverty and the underlying 
assumptions of Ruby Payne’s framework.

In Protocols in Practice, Kim Feicke tackles issues of voice and 
privilege as she asks us to examine the ways our protocols can be 
used to silence some while empowering others. Lynda Robinson sup-
ports Kim’s analysis by sharing a candid reflection about her silenc-
ing as an African-American woman in a new coaches seminar.

From the National Center Chris Jones offers a summer roundup 
of seminars and institutes, while Sarah Childers paints a harrowing 
picture of the reality of anti-Muslim discrimination in our schools 
and the steps we can take to challenge these practices, as well as our 
own assumptions about Muslims, in our classrooms and communi-
ties.

The Courageous Conversations about Race book chat group 
shares quotes from our ongoing discussion and urges others to read 
the book and initiate a second tier of conversations, both electroni-
cally and in real time.

Finally, in Students at the Center, I offer a glimpse into the ways 
a relatively new teacher has distributed ownership for classroom 
learning with “winning” results.

We encourage you to respond to this issue on the coaches’ and 
facilitators’ lists. Tell us how you are using the articles in your CFGs 
and classrooms. Let us know if you are interested in writing for 
Connections, or if you have a story that we can help you explore.

Contact the Connections Editorial Board at dbambino@earthlink.net 
or call the NSRF National Center at 812.330.2702
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several things.
First of all, the interaction is completely stu-

dent-centered. It is the difference between saying 
to a student, “I don’t want you to disrupt my class-
room,” and saying, “I want you to earn a 1 or 2 
for behavior, but today was a 4.” Second, the goals 
suggest that the relationship is ongoing and has a 
future. When the student doesn’t meet expectations 
for academics or behavior, then the discussion is 
about what happens tomorrow, rather than what 
went wrong today. This is expressed by saying to 
that same student, “Can you make sure tomorrow is 
a 1 or 2?” Third, long-term goals move the relation-
ship away from the tense barriers of race toward the 
more rewarding and fulfilling relationship between 
guiding adult and receptive child. Finally, when 
measuring progress toward long-term goals, stu-
dents may quickly experience some success and 
leave behind some of the lingering sense of unfair-
ness. “Look at what you’ve accomplished this year. 
There are no 3s on your report card.”

When student progress is measured against a 
baseline of the student’s own past performance, 
and over a long time frame, we communicate 
to the student, “This is where you are now.” This 
approach avoids a deficit model, and instead builds 
on strengths. It avoids comparing to other students, 
or dwelling on past failures or misbehavior. Once 
the baselines are established, then specific feedback 
on progress toward long-term goals may be shared 
with the student and family. Even if a student is 
doing very poorly, avoid sweeping generalizations 
such as, “He’s doing badly in my class.” Instead, 
share specific data: “His test scores have gone 
down from 75 to 50 and his homework has gone 
down from 80 to 40. I’m concerned because we set 
a realistic goal for this term of having his grade go 
up from C to B-.”

Specificity is especially important in describ-
ing behavior where the specter of subjectivity, 
color-blindness, and white privilege come into play. 
Specificity communicates fairness and objectivity, 
sets out clear goals for students, and helps parents 
ally with the school in working with their children.

Describe the specific behavior in a nonjudg-
mental tone: “I asked him to take off his hat. He 
did, but put it back on a minute later. In the end I 
had to ask him to take it off four times.” Parents are 
in a much stronger position when they can say, “Do 
your homework and keep your hat off in the class-
room,” instead of, “You’ve got to do better and stop 
having an attitude.”

Feedback to students and families should be 
balanced between positive and negative, and pre-
sented within a long-term future perspective.

If a student doesn’t respond to limits dur-
ing class, for example, confront the misbehavior 
calmly and, whenever possible, privately. Avoid 
focusing on behavior that is not directly connected 
to achievement or the orderly functioning of the 
school. Avoid code words like “disrespect” or “atti-
tude” which may communicate dislike to parents 
of color, and serve to cut off, instead of nurture, a 
working relationship. Instead, try to balance posi-
tive and negative feedback, always in the context 
of future development.

Given the burdens and challenges that students 
of color and their families carry in attending public 
schools, it may seem unfair to focus on understand-
ing the struggles of a group of educators privileged 
by the color of their skin, and often unaware of the 
ways that they have missed opportunities to work 
successfully with students of color. As a practical 
matter, though, understanding these struggles has a 
potentially profound payoff for students of color, and 
for white educators. Educators, students, and par-
ents who are comfortable communicating with each 
other, and believe that they are working together in 
a spirit of fairness and shared concern for children, 
have a much better chance of succeeding in working 
together to educate those children. We also have the 
opportunity then to be enriched by our differences, 
rather than confused or frustrated by the difficulties 
of our work together.

Joshua Frank is vice principal of the Pierce 
School in Brookline, Massachusetts, and can be 
contacted at joshua_frank@brookline.k12.ma.us
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