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By Kevin Fahey and Jacy Ippolito

These days, there is a lot of talk 
in schools. There are conversa-
tions about research-based practices, 
authentic assessments, accountability, 
effective evaluation, standardized tests, 
and much more. In all of this chatter, 
three ideas are emerging: 

1.	 For schools to become better places for kids to learn, 
adults have to continue learning — and at higher lev-
els than ever. They have to learn to work together in 
unfamiliar ways, think differently about students, and 
even redefine fundamental assumptions (Breidenstein, 
Fahey, Glickman, & Hensley, 2012). 

2.	 Many conversations in schools, even those that are spe-
cifically designed to support much-needed adult learn-
ing, have marginal impact (Guskey & Yoon, 2009). 

3.	 Despite increasing evidence of the value of coherent, 
collaborative adult learning in schools (Bryk, Sebring, 

Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 2010), 
schools often remain places that are character-

ized by “presentism, isolation, and conservatism” 
(Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009). 

Adult conversations that take place in schools where 
teachers work alone, solving only the most immediate and 
pressing problems, never build teachers’ collective capacity 
for reflecting on practice, shared understandings, or ability 
to collaboratively improve the learning of every student. 
Moreover, educators are often unsure about how to have 
the professional conversations they — and students — re-
ally need. 

The Critical Friends Group, a highly articulated model 
of professional learning, posits that, in order for teachers 
to learn together in ways that change their practice, the 
content and nature of their conversations must change 
(National School Reform Faculty, 2012). The content 
needs to change from externally driven agendas that ad-
dress (in a cursory way) their most immediate problems to 
sustained and rigorous examination of student work, their 
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own teaching practices, and the fundamental assumptions 
that guide their work. Not only what teachers talk about, 
but also how teachers talk needs to change. 

What’s more, the Critical Friends Group model holds 
that, for adults to do the challenging learning necessary 
to transform schools, they need to learn to be reflective, 
expose and explore fundamental assumptions, give and get 
feedback, and hold each other accountable for implement-
ing what they have learned. However, talking and learning 
in this way often goes very much against the grain of how 
schools typically operate.

STRUCTURE FOR LEARNING
Critical Friends Groups are groups of educators who 

meet regularly with the intention of improving teaching 
and learning and are characterized by skilled facilitation 
and the use of protocols to guide learning (Breidenstein et 
al., 2012). Protocols push against the pull of how things 
are in schools, or how we typically talk, and they are the 
structures that help educators try on different ideas, exam-
ine assumptions, ask unsettling questions, and embrace dis-
comfort in a way that is safe and manageable (McDonald, 
Mohr, Dichter, & McDonald, 2013). 

Protocols are not easy answers, and they certainly don’t 
facilitate themselves. However, because the forces that con-
spire against adult learning in schools are so strong, the 
efficacy of protocols in supporting adult learning is directly 
related to the degree to which they are supported by skilled 
facilitation. McDonald and colleagues (2013) suggest, “At 
its heart, facilitation is about participation, ensuring equity, 
and building trust (p.15).” 

While the original Critical Friends Group model has 
existed since 1994, the changing demographics of students 
nationwide, widening gaps in student achievement, new 
national standards, and increased accountability pressures 
are pushing educators to innovate. Over the past few years, 
we — along with a number of colleagues — have been 
documenting and creating case studies of new iterations of 
the model (Breidenstein et al., 2012; Ippolito, 2013), try-
ing to better understand how educators are meeting their 

own individual professional learning needs and at the same 
time addressing a complicated set of external demands, 
polices, and practices that increasingly inform the work 
of schools. 

Critical Friends Groups are typically used by groups of 
teachers in K-12 school settings for an increasingly broad 
range of purposes. However, more than 20 years after their 
emergence, Critical Friends Groups can now also be found 
in many forms: used by faculty in higher education set-
tings, employed as bridges between university and district 
partnerships, developed by school leaders to meet across 
districts, and even taking the form of online virtual Critical 
Friends Groups. 

NEW MODELS EMERGE
The twin pillars of the Critical Friends Group struc-

ture, skilled facilitation and structured conversations that 
support adults’ collaborative learning, have proven to be 
quite generative, spawning multiple noteworthy iterations 
worth studying and replicating. While the Critical Friends 
Group model has been part of the professional develop-
ment landscape for years, the new iterations we share here 
point to the continued power, versatility, and utility of 
Critical Friends Groups balancing the tension between 
collaborative and individual adult learning, which is par-
ticularly difficult in our era of increased standardization 
and accountability.

1.	 The whole-school Critical Friends Group. 
The International School of the 

Americas in San Antonio, Texas, has 
been using Critical Friends Groups to 
support the learning of every educator 
in the school since 2001, when several 
faculty were trained as coaches. 

Pr incipal  Kathy Bieser  says , 
“Teachers needed a conversation that was better than the 
five-minute consultation at the microwave or copying ma-
chine.” Every teacher at the school is a member of a Criti-
cal Friends Group that meets regularly throughout the year 
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in order to look at student work, consider dilemmas of teaching 
practice, and give each other feedback. 

The groups decide their own learning agendas and are led by 
an experienced facilitator who uses protocols to support learn-
ing-focused conversations among teachers. “Teachers value this 
work because they have built the capacity to name a question 
and figure out an answer in a safe, thoughtful environment, 
and then immediately transfer that answer to their teaching 
practice,” Bieser says.

2.	 Implementing a strategic plan. 
In a very different setting, Packer Col-

legiate Institute in Brooklyn, New York, 
also has a long history with Critical Friends 
Groups. Since 1997, when faculty were first 
trained to facilitate Critical Friends Groups, 
the school has experimented with multiple 
forms of the concept. 

However, a new iteration emerged after Packer adopted an 
ambitious strategic plan that asked teachers to think very dif-
ferently about their practice, their school, and their students. 
Teri Schrader, principal of the upper school, says, “The strategic 
plan was so ambitious and so challenging — in a very good 
way — that we realized we needed to use our Critical Friends 
Group skills to build our capacity to work very differently with 
each other.” 

During their regular Tuesday meetings, the entire faculty 
uses the skills and structures they have learned in their Critical 
Friends Group work to understand, work together, and imple-
ment the Packer strategic plan. Schrader says, “We need to work 
in this way — collaboratively, rigorously, and in a structured 
way — because there is no hierarchy of good ideas. They can 
come from anywhere, and we need them all.”

3.	 A content-area focus. 
At Brookline High School in Brookline, 

Massachusetts, a group of teachers is using 
the tools of critical friendship to improve 
content-area instruction by adopting and 
refining disciplinary literacy practices (Ip-
polito, Charner-Laird, & Dobbs, 2014). 

Aligning their instruction with new Common Core State 
Standards, the Content-Area Reading Initiative began as a 
group of 18 teachers (including three designated teacher lead-
ers) who represented three departments: English, social studies, 
and world languages. The initial idea was to engage multiple de-
partmental, Critical Friends Group-style learning communities 
in several two-year cycles of inquiry and instructional experi-
mentation solely focused on improving how teachers supported 
students in becoming better content-area readers, writers, and 
communicators. 

While each six-person departmental team could have easily 

spent its weekly meetings blaming students and flawed school 
structures — the default position of many ineffective profes-
sional learning communities — the participants in the project 
adopted Critical Friends Group-structured discussion protocols 
and were coached in facilitation techniques. 

Teachers in the project are not only benefitting from using 
Critical Friends Group practices with each other, but also ex-
perimenting with the use of protocols with students and other 
school leaders. One English teacher reflected, “When we do a 
protocol around a piece of evidence or an assignment or ques-
tion that we have, that has always been really productive.” 

The world languages teacher leader remarked, “We ran pro-
tocols during the year with other department heads, and there 
is no way I would have collaborated or had conversations like 
that unless I was doing this.”  

4.	 Cross-district leadership Critical Friends Group. 
Since 2000, a group of cross-district 

school leaders in Massachusetts has been 
meeting monthly in a Critical Friends 
Group designed to help school leaders have 
essential conversations that in general sup-
port their continued learning about leader-

ship and more particularly help each other make meaning out 
of the complex world of standards, district policies, and bu-
reaucratic demands that characterize the world in which they 
work (Fahey, 2011). 

One principal describes the conversation this way: “Critical 
Friends Groups are places where you can test your hypotheses. 
It is the safest place. I do not know any other place where I can 
do that. I cannot do that with my staff. I cannot do it with my 
boss. And the only place where you will be taken seriously in 
this way is the Critical Friends Group” (Fahey, 2007, p. 12). 

Over the years, this leadership Critical Friends Group has 
used different protocols, for example, to consider issues of su-
pervision, school culture, and district politics. Group members 
also gave each other feedback on data analysis procedures, pa-
rental communications, school improvement plans, and faculty 
meeting agendas. 

Ruben Carmona, principal of the Lincoln School in Lowell, 
Massachusetts, summed up the importance of these conversa-
tions: “Our Critical Friends Group is where you learn with 
other principals and don’t have to fake it — pretend to know 
the answer when you don’t” (Breidenstein et al., 2012, p. 68).

5.	 A higher education Critical Friends Group. 
In 2008, the faculty in the Department 

of Adolescent Education and Leadership at 
Salem State University in Salem, Massachu-
setts, began an experiment in which a few 
faculty meetings each semester were orga-
nized as Critical Friends Groups. In these 
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meetings, like most Critical Friends Groups, faculty presented 
problems of teaching practice, looked at student work, and gave 
each other feedback. 

Jaime Wurzel, one of the department’s senior faculty, de-
scribed how different this conversation was: “In over 20 years 
as a university faculty member, I do not think I ever had a 
focused conversation on teaching practice. These were amazing 
meetings.” In this case, the Critical Friends Group created a 
conversation that had never happened before. 

In 2012, Michelle Pierce, the department chair, reserved 
half of the year’s faculty meeting time for Critical Friends Group 
work. “A university is still a school, and professors are still teach-
ers,” she said. “We need to focus persistently on becoming better 
teachers and helping our students learn at deeper levels. We 
need a more meaningful conversation about instruction.” 

In this case, the department’s traditional focus on policy, 
university governance, and regulation had supplanted the im-
portant conversations about instruction. The Critical Friends 
Group structure helped the department reclaim it.

6.	 A district-university Critical Friends Group. 
In 2011, the cross-district leadership 

Critical Friends Group, searching for ways 
to bring a broader, more theoretical element 
to its conversations, invited faculty from 
Salem State University to join its Critical 
Friends Group. The offer was accepted by 

four faculty who understood there is often an impoverished 
relationship between K-12 leaders charged with building col-
laborative, reflective schools and university faculty who research, 
report on, and evaluate those efforts. 

After a few meetings, the university faculty reported that 
the use of protocols had enabled a group with no experience in 
dealing with substantive issues together to move quickly from 
the “very topical, parallel play that does not push us forward” 
to “sustained conversations that center on real issues” (Fahey 
& Ippolito, 2013, p. 11). 

In this iteration of the Critical Friends Group model, univer-
sity faculty and practicing principals, groups with little authentic 
experience talking to each other, were able to build very impor-
tant, useful conversations that informed each member’s practice. 

7.	 A virtual Critical Friends Group. 
Four years ago, Julie Moore from Ken-

nesaw State University in Georgia realized 
that many of the teachers she knew wanted 
to have more learning-focused conversations, 
often connected to the complex standards 
that they were charged with implementing 

in their classrooms. The problem was that her colleagues were 
spread out across the country, from Maine to Hawaii. 

Moore’s answer was an iCFG — a virtual Critical Friends 

Group. Beginning in 2009, eight educators met regularly as 
part of an iCFG using Google Hangouts technology to learn 
together, use protocols to closely examine their own practice, 
and challenge each other’s thinking. Learning the technology 
was easier because the members of the group were already fa-
miliar with Critical Friends Group processes and to some degree 
with each other (Moore, 2012). As one member summed it up, 
“We would find a way to do our Critical Friends Group, even 
if we had to do it in Morse code.” Ultimately, the iCFG was 
propelled by the conversation, not the technology.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE
The simple conclusion after reviewing these iterations is: 

Educators really want to talk. But the more complicated conclu-
sion is that they want something more than a check-in while 
using the copying machine or heating up their lunch at the 
microwave. 

In increasingly complex environments governed by district 
goals and state standards, teachers want their conversations to 
make a difference — in their teaching practice and for their 
students. Yet having such conversations remains a challenge 
in schools. 

Across states and school districts, balancing group and in-
dividual professional learning needs relies on facilitated con-
versations and structured discussion protocols — the simple 
and powerful ideas behind Critical Friends Groups. Moreover, 
teachers are adopting and adapting these structures in many 
new and exciting ways. 

These iterations suggest that conversations that make a dif-
ference require structure, persistence, good facilitation, and 
courage to work and learn in unfamiliar ways. Experimenting 
with variations on these themes is where we need to head next. 
It’s not easy, but it’s worth it. 
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Awareness opens the door for thinking differently and changing 
mindsets. Now, mindsets shift to thinking about results first, 
then activities to achieve results.

Shifting language requires a shift in the difference in action 
words used to describe outcomes versus activities. Neil Mercer 
says that, in a community, “language for collective thinking de-
pends on the shared, continuing activities of established groups 
with common interests and goals” (Mercer, 2000). Educators 
are in a habit of thinking about activities first when faced with 
a problem or challenge and, therefore, are quick to jump to 
solutions by setting process goals. 

Teachers need to recognize the relationship between profes-
sional learning and student results and understand how logic 
models serve as road maps to reach intended goals. This opens 
the door to a new way of thinking and planning with a focus 
on the desired outcomes first. 

Learning is the key to change. As stated in Standards for 
Professional Learning, “Standards for school and system leaders, 
like teacher standards, describe what effective leaders know and 
do so that every student and educator performs at high levels” 
(Learning Forward, 2011). The challenge becomes knowing 
how to use language to clearly articulate the desired outcomes 
so that everyone shares the same mental images of expectations. 

Educators must build a coherent way of thinking and use 
language to connect the dots, following this path: data that 
identify what students need, clear articulation of what educa-
tors need to change based on student needs, an image of what 
it looks like in action in the classroom, ways teachers gain the 
knowledge and skills to make the changes in their practice, and, 
finally, activities to reach the desired outcomes. 
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