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NSRF’s Living History: An Interview with Ileana Liberatore
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

Ileana Liberatore, a leading 
member of the San Antonio 
Local Center, is a native 

Texan from Crystal City, Texas. 
Ileana is pleased to share that 
her birthplace, Crystal City, is 
also the birthplace of La Raza 
Unida Party. She is also proud 
of her parents’ accomplish-
ments. Ileana’s father worked 
as a migrant worker and later 
became the first Latino chan-
cellor in the University of 
California’s system; her moth-
er, an immigrant from Mexico, 
became the director of the 
California Museum of Photography after raising her 
family.

What’s your current role and how did you get 
involved with CFGs and NSRF?

I am currently the professional development 
school coordinator at Lee High School and The 
International School of the Americas (ISA). Both 
schools are located on one campus. I got involved 
with CFGs accidentally. My administrator went to a 
Winter Meeting and was so excited by the experi-
ence that she found funding to send a group from 
our school to a CFG training at Souhegan High 
School in New Hampshire. As a department chair, 
I was invited to attend. Even though I wasn’t sure 
what to expect, once I got there it really changed 
the way I saw my role as a teacher and how I could 
affect change.

Can you tell us a little more about your back-
ground as a teacher?

I’ve been the PDS coordinator for the last three 
years. I was a classroom Latin teacher for 20 years 
in Dallas and San Antonio. Most of my experience 
has been in high schools, but I did teach Latin in a 
middle school for three years.

How does your work connect with NSRF’s mission?
I use CFG practices and structures in my work 

with both practicing teachers and undergraduate 
and graduate students in education programs. I am 
currently coaching three CFGs, one on each cam-
pus and one that is a CFG of coaches. 

I have an insider-outsider role in the schools. 
I use my outsider lens to push things along. For 
example, travelling with ISA’s junior class the last 

two years as they toured 
civil rights historical sites in 
Alabama, Latino students 
asked me, “Where are the 
Latinos? What were we doing 
during all of this?” To help 
them answer that question, I 
decided to teach a two-week 
mini-course on the history 
of the Chicano Civil Rights 
Movement, one of the least 
studied social movements of 
the 1960s. The feedback from 
students was overwhelmingly 
positive. Students told me 
repeatedly that they appreci-

ated the opportunity to learn not only about the 
role Mexican-Americans had in the Civil Rights 
Movement, but also to have conversations with 
me and other students about their experiences as 
Americans of Mexican descent. 

Can you tell our readers more about the student 
population?

At ISA the population is very diverse. Students 
are selected by lottery and represent a cross section 
of the community: 450 students across racial, aca-
demic, socio-economic, and school experiences. 
Our junior and senior classes are about 45% Latino 
and 2% African-American; the remaining 55% are 
White or Asian.

We recognize that even though incoming stu-
dents make a choice to attend the International 
School, they still need personalized supports as 
they make the transition to ninth grade and a new 
environment outside their home communities. 

What are your biggest challenges in this work?
I would have to say that my biggest challenge 

is sustaining the work. We started our local Center 
in 2004 and the work in schools is going well. 
Every third faculty meeting in my schools is a CFG 
meeting. We continue to train new coaches every 
year and we have decided on voluntary rather than 
mandatory CFG participation. We hold several 
citywide forums each year and will be discussing 
Deborah Meier’s essay, “Undermining Democracy,” 
at our upcoming Fall Forum.

While CFGs are voluntary on both campuses 
I work with, at the large campus only 35 of the 
187 eligible faculty 
members are in groups. (continued on page 14)
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said, “I don’t know why you need me here, you’re 
not listening to me or my mom.” Denise described 
this confrontation as a typical display of the stu-
dent’s daily behavior. Susan used this opening as a 
chance to discuss behavior plan options. She asked 
if the student could call home when a conflict 
arose. Denise responded, “We can try that, but he 
doesn’t listen to her (Wilma) either.” She contin-
ued, without looking up from the paperwork, to 
explain that Wilma’s inability to provide consistent 
transportation had been a hindrance to all behavior 
plans they had attempted to implement thus far. 

Denise continued to read through the mani-
festation paperwork aloud, word for word, without 
looking up or asking if anyone needed clarifica-
tion. At this point several side conversations began 
among some committee members, and others were 
having unrelated conversations on cell phones. 
The legal portion of the paperwork moved away 
from behavior and on to attendance. After 30 
minutes without making eye contact or speaking, 
Wilma stated that she was upset about getting so 
many calls from school saying her son was not in 
attendance when she puts him in the taxi cab each 
morning. Denise pulled out the student’s atten-
dance records and report card and passed them 
around the group. According to the attendance 
sheet, the student had missed the majority of school 
days listed and was failing all of his classes. When 
the student and one of his other content area teach-
ers looked at his records, they both pointed out 
that this was his schedule before he was put on a 
half-day schedule and was enrolled in a different 
small school on campus. It became apparent that 
the computer system was not updated when his 
schedule was changed, so it appeared on paper 
that the student had been skipping school when he 
was, according to his current IEP, meeting with a 
mentor in the afternoon. According to the represen-
tative from mentor services, the student had been 
in attendance at all sessions. Wilma then stated 
that she had been summoned to truancy court due 
to this clerical error and asked if the school could 
help sort out that situation. At this point one of the 
other special education teachers voiced a concern 
that communication between professionals within 
the different small schools was an ongoing struggle 
in this situation, but this comment was left unad-
dressed by the committee. Denise responded to 
Wilma’s question about truancy court by saying that 
Wilma would have to appear in court to straighten 
this out legally. Donna later called and offered to 

attend the court session with Wilma to help. 
As the conference proceeded, a homebound 

plan was developed. Wilma asked how her son 
would be able to graduate when he would only 
be working with a tutor a few hours a day. Denise 
responded by saying that those are the best ser-
vices they can provide with the resources avail-
able. After the paperwork was passed around and 
signed, Donna asked Wilma if she understood and 
agreed with everything that was just discussed. 
Wilma became visibly upset and hung her head 
once again. The student responded to Donna’s 
question by saying, “No she’s not okay with it, but 
she will sign because that’s what you want her to 
do.” As everyone filed out of the conference Wilma 
was crying, and the student was upset.

Leading for Best Practice?
The lack of leadership and facilitation in this 

case conference had demoralizing effects on the 
family and in actuality opened the school up for 
litigation in several ways. At no time did a leader 
(special or general education) step in and remind 
the IEP team that a change of conference purpose, 
from annual case review to manifestation deter-
mination, and the invitation of additional people 
without prior parent notification were not accept-
able. When the behavior issue regarding the hat 
emerged, neither leader in the room stepped up 
to address it. They allowed the police to be sum-
moned instead of doing their jobs and intervening. 
Neither leader commented on the transporta-
tion situation when this topic was expressed as 
a hindrance to providing educational services. 
Additionally, in a room of 12 people, all with the 
alleged goal of doing what was best for the stu-
dent, not a single administrator accepted respon-
sibility for the incompetent attendance record 
keeping taking place in their school. Even worse, 
once they were made aware of the grave impact 
their failure had had on this family, neither leader 
offered to help clean up the legal mess caused by 
the school. The painfully passive role these lead-
ers played in this case conference also allowed a 
teacher, with obvious racial bias against the student 
and his mother, the power to control the climate 
of this conference and adversely affect the services 
this student and family received from the school. 
Denise wanted the student “out of her school” and 
mobilized the forces necessary to make it a reality. 
Later, in an individual 
interview, Denise 

Consenting Adults...
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Last fall I taught a graduate course for teachers 
enrolled in the National Board Certification 
process. In this “Protocols in Practice” I will 

share how my student, and her students, were given 
the opportunity to grow and learn with the support 
of some basic tools I shared from our NSRF reper-
toire.

Using CFG Tools in a Grad Class
A few weeks into the class, I shared the 

Connections protocol with my grad students. As 
usual, the first experience was characterized by 
a fair amount of silence and a little discomfort. 
At our next class, I reminded my students of our 
community agreements and asked one of them to 
facilitate. In our debrief I asked the class how they 
might use Connections with their students. Later in 
the same class, we used the Final Word to discuss a 
chapter from At the Heart of Teaching: A Guide to 
Reflective Practice by Grace Hall McEntee et al. The 
next week we began to share dilemmas and use 
the Consultancy protocol and probing questions to 
expand our thinking and practice.

A Consultancy Near Disaster
During the first class, when we shared dilem-

mas, my student “Denise” presented her struggles 
with her last period biology class. Denise was 
clearly at her wits’ end with this small group of thir-
teen students. Her “problem” class was made up of 
all white students, some with IEPs, some who were 
repeating the class, others without IEPs and who 
struggled with reading and written expression, and 
one student with Asperger’s Syndrome and a per-
sonal classroom support aide. Denise shared that 
the social nature of the class was becoming a dis-
ruption to the learning process. She contrasted this 
“problem” class with the rest of her high-achieving 
and honors level classes. She clearly resented feel-
ing like a babysitter, marking time at the end of the 
day. 

I was troubled by some of the low expectations 
for “these” students that were evidenced in the dis-
cussion section of the Consultancy. One participant 
suggested that Connections could be used to “kill” 
about 15 minutes each day. Another participant 
wondered if “these” kids could clean up the lab 
and set it up for the next morning’s students. As a 
former hospital housekeeper, I was stung by the 
decision to assign “these” kids clean up crew duty 
so they could do something constructive. I was torn 
between my plan to teach the process of the pro-

tocol and my desire to interrupt the biased teacher 
expectations in my class. 

Not either/or
I rejected the either/or approach and decided 

to use questions to both model the process and 
interrupt the clearly biased view of these “Gen Ed” 
students. 

I was able to redirect the focus by reminding 
the group that Denise’s framing question asked, 
“What can I do differently to support my last period 
class’s learning of the required content?” I was 
also able to wonder aloud about the impact of low 
teacher expectations on low functioning students’ 
behavior and learning. Denise took the question 
about her/our expectations to heart. I’m pleased 
to share a piece of Denise’s successful change of 
practice with her last period class. 

An Excerpt from Denise’s’ Portfolio
...I begin each class with a time for 

Connections. Through this process the class has 
developed a real sense of community. They show 
concern for each other and are learning to respect 
one another. They are better-able to focus on the 
content being covered in class; as a result student 
achievement has improved.

While only four of the twelve students in this 
class have an official IEP that designates their need 
for assistance with written expression, the majority 
of the class shares this problem. Written expression 
is a challenge but as shown in the class’s daily con-
nection time, verbal expression is not. In conduct-
ing this discussion on cancer, I wanted this verbal 
group of students to have an opportunity to excel. 

Planning
The goal of this discussion was for students 

to understand the relevance of studying cancer 
to everyday life. The discussion on cancer was an 
extended thinking activity designed to link student 
knowledge of the cell cycle with an understanding 
of how cancer starts, spreads, is treated, and can 
be prevented. The discussion format was utilized 
to engage students in the content. Students were 
expected to gain knowledge by reading five arti-
cles from YOUR WORLD, Biotechnology & You, 
Volume 11, Issue Number 1…As students read 
they were expected to come up with at least 10 
ideas, questions, and/or facts that interested them 
from the articles. The 
day of the discussion, 

Protocols in Practice: 
Structures Support Special Education Students’ Rigorous Practice
Debbie Bambino, Pennsylvania

(continued on page 17)

However, we have seen the extension of Looking 
at Student Work and other practices in depart-
mental and level or content area meetings. While 
I’m heartened by these changes in culture, I wish 
everyone were in CFGs for their own learning ben-
efit.

As a Latina, part of my concern for sustaining 
the work has to do with our ability to attract and 
sustain a diverse group of coaches and national 
facilitators. Our community is 60% Latino/a and 
we need to attract and sustain more minority 
coaches.

What do you see as NSRF’s greatest challenge in 
this period?

Right now, I think we are defining ourselves 
as an organization. We are deciding how we are 
going to work together across the country. I think 
people have a good sense of what we should be 
doing but not how we need to work together as 
an organization. We are figuring out how to have 
enough structure and enough space so we can all 
“belong” and answer the question “How do I fit 
in?”

What are your greatest hopes for your work and 
NSRF in the coming period?

I want my work to keep growing. We have 
trained coaches in 12 area school districts and 28 
schools, and we are introducing a new high school 
to our work. I want to keep supporting our estab-
lished schools and serve them well.

I am on the Planning Committee and I hope 
our Winter Meeting will be a defining event.

What would a “defining” Winter Meeting look 
like?

Everybody would have a great learning 
experience and would see it as time well spent. 
Participants would make connections with col-
leagues from across the country and would leave 
with an understanding of shared work and shared 
hope for the future of our work.

Ileana Liberatore can be contacted at
ileana.liberatore@trinity.edu. Debbie Bambino 
can be contacted at dbambino@earthlink.net
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permission to say “We don’t know.” It gives us per-
mission to open up our classroom doors and ask 
colleagues for help. We can walk into someone’s 
classroom and say, “Since I’m not exactly sure 
what I’m doing, my guess is that you might not be 
either. Maybe together, we can figure something 
out.” We can’t look to the state standards to figure 
it all out. We can’t externalize our involvement and 
complicity in the status quo. We can interrupt some 
of those realities of schooling in this country.  

I think that part of it has to do with the misogy-
nistic legacy. Most teachers in this country remain 
female:  they’re middle class, they’re white, they’re 
in their forties, and they’re women. And most 
administrators across the country are still men. So 
you have a situation that began well over 100 years 
ago in which the political authority is male domi-
nated and the workforce is female dominated. I 
think part of the isolation in classrooms originated 
as a survival strategy: one that we have to unpack 
together in order to make the changes that we 
know we need to make.

I’m afraid that a lot of people in Houston don’t 
really associate their CFG work with NSRF yet. 
We’re working on that, but would are some things 
you say to encourage Houstonians to be part of 
NSRF and to feel connected to NSRF?

Become a member - even at the smallest con-
tribution level. Through a robust Center of Activity 
like Houston A+ Challenge, it’s important to push 
the notion that NSRF is a collective and a member-
ship organization.  

Members are involved in a national 
movement. I think that NSRF is a stronger move-
ment than an organization. Our Centers of Activity 
are very strong organizations, but I think NSRF 
national is really a movement. CFG work is hav-
ing an effect in Houston and in Greater Texas, as it 
clearly is, and if it is part of people’s teaching craft, 
then I would encourage folks to become members 
and officially become a part of the movement.

That’s a great call to action to end on, and we’ll let 
you get out to your next appointment.

Well, thank you very much. I hope that was 
helpful.

Steven Strull can be reached at 
stevenstrull@optonline.net
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