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Crossing Over to Canaan: A Book Review
Deborah Bambino, Pennsylvania

with the “two Myron’s,” I was trans-
ported into my teaching memory
bank.

How many times had I been “con-
fused” by the behavior of my stu-
dents, generally African American

males, who
p e r f o r m e d
well in my
class and got
in serious
trouble in oth-
ers? Why were
so many kids
like night and
day, articulate
and capable on
the outside,
and practically

incompetent in our schools? What
were we doing to elicit this transfor-
mation?

I thought about my two Jamars,
Ervins, and so many others. I also
remembered the boys who could lay
me or any other white teacher out in
class, only to become practically
docile in front of their mothers and
grandmothers. Clearly, these young
men “knew how to behave”; the prob-
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Having read The Dreamkeepers, I
was anxious for my copy of the 
new Gloria Ladson-Billings’ book,
Crossing Over to Canaan, to arrive.
From the introduction, where she
explains the metaphorical title that
compares our new teachers to the
“chosen as they cross over into the
Promised Land,” I knew I was
hooked.

The entire book held my interest,
with its questions about cultural com-
petency and the ways our cultural
baggage and bias impact on our
teaching and learning in diverse
classrooms. I enjoyed the easy back
and forth, from her personal experi-
ences, to the vignettes about the new
teachers, to the research based struc-
ture of the Teaching for Diversity
Master’s Program that she helps to
administer.

My favorite chapter was number
four, entitled, “Nobody Wants to Be
Urkel.” As I read about the dilemma
of students who are capable and want
to succeed, but don’t want to be sepa-
rated from their peers and families, I
was deeply moved. However, when I
read one new teacher’s experience

lem was not in their upbringing. I
had to ask myself, “Why have I been
so willing to accept labels of this or
that deficit on the part of our kids,
but so reluctant to examine myself
and my practice?” 

The students choose to act in dif-
ferent ways in response to different
types of treatment.  It’s really not
hard to see, if we’re willing to look.
Ms. Ladson-Billings has done us a
big favor by surfacing the seemingly
schizophrenic behavior of many of
our children and tracing it back to the
cultural bias that we play out in our
classrooms despite our good inten-
tions.

We recently used chapter four in a
text based discussion at the Winter
Meeting in Houston, and hope that it
will form the basis of ongoing dis-
cussions about cultural competency
and its relationship to both what, and
how, we teach and view our young
people. □

end of each period of inquiry begins a
new cycle of questions. Regina has
begun to apply her new learning to her
other courses, while I am at a far earli-
er stage in my own research. My entry
point is the question of what I can
learn from observing my students read.
I want to know how I can improve
their reading and writing skills by giv-
ing them more autonomy. My CFG
will help me to tune my question and
offer support during my research. They
will also prepare me to present my
work to my peers. After many, many
years of teaching ninth grade, I am
looking at my work with fresh eyes
and new excitement for the teaching
and learning process. □

a breath and realize that I am in way
over my head, but my students’ excite-
ment for our work together leads me to
continue my exploration.  I have begun
to plan an interdisciplinary course with
our photography teacher that would
allow students to create displays in area
restaurants. All of this started with a
question, a little question, that kept
growing. I have not simply pushed my
comfortable limits, I have bulldozed
them. I have learned skills of creativity,
writing, editing, revising, photography,
formatting -- the list is long, and will
undoubtedly grow as I apply this learn-
ing to my other courses.” 

Regina's reflection reveals that our
questions, like those of our students,
are often messy and non-linear, and the

“I am proud of this work. My students’
performance has improved with every
new standard I have added. As col-
leagues became aware of my work,
they offered to teach a variety of ethnic
dishes to my students, as did our for-
eign exchange students. My work
became far more public.  I was able to
arrange for my students’ work to be cri-
tiqued by the art and production direc-
tor of a national cooking magazine. I
have been asked to present my work to
a state conference this spring.

“I did not think that a question could
drive my work, but it has truly 
transformed my practice. My question
causes me to focus on my work in a
new way every day.  Sometimes I take
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Reflections from the Field
I’m not sure how to create the 

conversation around equity that gives justice 
to the complexity, authenticity and emotions 

it raises for ourselves personally and 
with our children.  

Winter Meeting 2001, Houston

As far as equity. I keep seeing more instances 
of how it impacts not only on my profession but 
also on my life. I can’t believe that I have 
never examined this issue before. 
Winter Meeting 2001, Houston

In the fifth grade, a teacher named Ms Brown 
told me I wasn’t smart enough to do a science fair 

project that she suggested. I told my 
mother and that was the end of that.

Student, Eisenhower High School, Houston

The comment about “how American it is 
to discuss equity as equal opportunity, but not 
equity of outcomes” was thought provoking ...
Washington State

more than volunteering. The results we
seek are for youth to experience making
a contribution to meaningful change in
both their schools and
communities.VISTA also hopes to
extend the NSRF project to additional
states. NSRF has hired state coordina-
tors for this project in both states.
Lucent Peer Collaboration Project
The Lucent Peer Collaboration Project
is an innovative project designed to
establish and institutionalize new strate-
gies for teacher learning as members of
Collaborative Learning Communities in
four school districts: Albuquerque;
Seattle; Broward County (Fort
Lauderdale); and Lancaster,
Pennsylvania. The project, which began
in June 2000 and initially involved
twenty schools, now envisions steadily
expanding work in school clusters with-
in and beyond these four districts.

As you can see, there have been extra-
ordinary opportunities for NSRF to live
up to its new mission of supporting edu-
cational social equity for all.  We could
not have been in position to contribute
to the national discourse without the
tremendous contribution of our col-
league, Faith Dunne.  She inspired us to
work toward equitable outcomes for
every learner.  This issue of
Connections is dedicated to her honor
and memory. □

the 83 schools in order to provide sup-
port for the teachers as they work to
enhance student learning. The princi-
pals in these schools are exploring
ways to support this collaborative work
with NSRF.
Rural Schools and Community
Trust (The Rural Trust)
The Rural Trust is the leading school
change organization for rural schools.
The Trust’s primary mission is to orga-
nize school and community support
around the issue of sustainability.
NSRF will be supporting the Rural
Trust leadership along with teachers
and community members from their
seven regions of the country in the
development of facilitation skills to
hold school/community conversations.
These conversations will deal with a
variety of “place-based learning” prob-
lems and possibilities.
VISTA Service Learning
Demonstration Project
The VISTA Service Learning
Demonstration Project is a project
involving Indiana and Vermont. The
purpose of this ground-breaking pro-
ject is to “explore the nexus between
school reform and anti-poverty work.”
The VISTA participants will become
school/community organizers and
build alliances with students, teachers,
and community members to help
achieve their goals. CFGs are the vehi-
cle being explored in order to develop
and sustain these alliances. This project
will be a catalyst in the effort to make
sure that service learning results in

We have trained over 2000 new coach-
es and have established 25 regional
centers (see article on page 10).
In addition, some of the most exciting
news lies in the many projects NSRF
has been supporting over the last year.
Below is a brief description of many of
them.  Please visit our website to learn
more about these initiatives
(www.nsrfharmony.org). 
Small School Coaches’ Collaborative
This is a partnership between NSRF,
the Coalition of Essential Schools
North West Center, and the Small
Schools Project at the University of
Washington. The Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation funds this collabora-
tion  The project is designed to support
educational reinvention in Washington
State. This reinvention has the potential
to create over 200 small high schools of
less than 400 students each. An addi-
tional 200 elementary and middle
schools will also be transformed as a
result of this endeavor.
Cleveland Municipal School District
In Cleveland, Ohio NSRF is supporting
the Cleveland Municipal School
District (CMSD) as it attempts to start a
new small high school as a part of the
Model Secondary Schools Project. The
school will have no more than 400 stu-
dents and is scheduled to open in
September of 2002. Fourteen NSRF
national facilitators are also working
with all 83 elementary and middle
schools in CMSD. NSRF’s role is to
train two people as coaches in each of
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