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The education system, like most organizational

structures, needs fundamental changes to keep pace with Lthe social
and cconomic conditions of an increasingly complex global society.
Taking an aerial view, this paper describes the topography of
systemic change to provide multiple stakeholders a better vantage
point for communicating and making decisions about their own systems.
Education systems are shifting away from: learning based on time
spent in the classroom; teaching done mainly via information
delivery; a hierarchical, control-oriented organizational structure;
and a system operating separately from other youth serices. The
shift is toward systems dominated by: (1) learning determined by
demonsirable skills, knowledge, and habits focused on higher level
understanding, communication, problem solving, decision making, and
teamwork; {2) an instructional approach that actively engages
students and employs teachers as coaches, cr'tics, and learning
facilitators; (3) an organizational structure stressing participative
decision making and supportive leadership, and (4} an education
system more connected with other youth-serving systems. Six stages of
change characterize these changes: maintenance of old system,
awareness, exploration, transition, an emerging new infrastructure,
and predominance of the new system. Six key elements that are
emerging across the country as being particularly important in
helping states, districts, and schools move from an old system to a
new system are: vision, public and political support, networking,
teaching and learning approaches, administrative

roles/responsibilities, and policy realignments. (MLH)
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A Framework for Understanding and
Assessing Systemic Change

Principal of a restructuring high school: At first | didn't see the magnitude of the change. [
thought if we just did better what we had always done, we would be OK. Then | had this deep
sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach--that's not going io do it. We have fo do something
totally different. But | didn't kmow what to do instead.

Gradually as | searched around with a more oper mind, | saw new approaches that seemed
promising and worth exploring. But then once we started to try some of these new ideas, we
realized that one change led to another and another and another and ... It was unending. 11 was
like dominos!

We finally realized the structures of the old system weren't sacred--45 minute periods, grade
levels, subject areas defined a hundred years ago. We began o see new connections among
teachers, subject areas, students. We saw new relationships and roles were possible among
tfeachers, students, parents, administrators--even with legisiators. A new structure, a new system
was emerging. [ started to see what people meant wher they talked about system change. A new
energy and excitement surged among us as hope grew and the cloudy vision of what we wanted
became clearer and clearer.

Qur edication system is being transformed. We'll never go back.

This is a story shared by administrators all across the country, a story which bears witness to the
emerging recognition that the education system, like most organizational structures of society,
need fundamental changes to keep pace with the social and economic conditions of an
increasingly complex global society.

Despite all the talk of systemic change, it's hard to find descriptions of the patterns which
generally underlie systernic change. The deeper people get into the process of change, the more
confusing the process becomes and the greater the need for some sense of what to expect,
directions to take and toward what ends.

Taking an aerial view, this paper describes the topography of systemic change in order to provide
multiple stakeholders of the education system a better vantage point from which to communicate
and make decistons about their specific system.

Stakeholders in a system tend to see change from their own perspective and to focus solely on the
intricacies of their own situation. Often, one group of stakeholders (say, teachers) does not
understand what is seen by other groups (administrators and parents, for example). Nor do
administrators or parents see change from a teacher’s perspective, or from each other's.
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In this paper, we rise above singular viewpoints to the perspective of overall change. From this
elevation, the patterns of change appear as clearly as do the patchwork fields across the midwest
from the window of a plane at ;wenty-two thousand feet. And while the complexities that arise
remain when multiple stakeholders jointly work for change, an aerial view can give a picture of
the whole that hel~s determine some of the most fundamental aspects that all stakeholders need to
perceive.

Where Are We headed?

Systemic change is greatly enhanced when we know what we are changing from and what we are
changing te. A synthesis of the research and experiences of those engaged in systemic change
provides commonalities of what we are leaving behind and where we are going. In general,
education systems are shifling away from systems dominated by these characteristics:

* learning based on the time students spend in the classroom:

+ teaching done mainly via delivery of information

* an organizational structure which is very hierarchical and oriented toward control of those
within it

* an education system operated separatzly from other systems that serve youth

The shift is toward systems dominated by these characteristics:

+ learning determined by the skills, knowledge and habits of which students can demonstrate
achievement with entphasis on higher level understanding, communication, problem solving,
decision making and teamwork

¢ an instructional approach where students are actively engaged and teachers serve as coaches,
critics and facilitators of learning

*  an organizational structure where decision making is distributed throughout the organization
and where the leadership focuses on support of, rather than control of, those in the system

* an education system more connected with other youth-serving systems

These are broad generalizations. Although each state and locate has its own variations, these
characteristics seem to dominate the current view of what needs to change, and is changing, in the
education systems of America.

The process of change that occurs when an education system dominated by the first set of
characteristics given above seeks to move to a system dominated by the second set of
characteristics can be described in terms of two dimensions: general developmental stages people
and systems undergo, and the key elements that reflect the transition. The combinations of these
two dimensions can be depicted as a matrix. (See Figure 1.)

The matrix or framework in Figure 1 was built from a composite of experiences of people and
places across the country involved in systemic change and is unlikely to be precisely in keeping
with every situation, It does, however, provide a synthesis of what is known from research and
experience, thus allowing future change to build on this knowledge base rather than reinvent it.
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Readers are encouraged to adapt this framework to their own situation so that it informs their
particular pattern and strategy of change.

Stages of Systemic Change

Six stages of change tend {0 characterize the shifts from one type of education system to another.
Although they are displayed in Figure 1 as linear and distinct for easy graphic depiction, an
education system is seldom, if ever, clearly at one of these stages. It is also unlikely that the
change will follow a linear path. There will be "Brownian motion" back and forth from one stage
to another as the general path toward an ideal situation develops.

The six stages used in the framework are:

Maintenance of Old System: At this point, the focus is on doing a good job of maintaining the
system as originally designed many years ago. The system was based on theories of teaching,
learning and organizational structures that may well have been among the best available at the
time and for that context. When people are at this stage, there is little recognition that the system
is fundamentally out of sync with the conditions of today's world or that important new
knowledge about teaching, learning and organizational structures has not be incorporated.

Awareness: At this stage, there is a growing recognition from: multiple stakeholders that the
current system is not working as well as it could and should. Discussions are held of what the
needed changes might be. There is recognition that something is wrong with the current system
but it is not clear what is needed instead.

Exploring: At the exploring stage, people engage in study and visit places that are trying new
approaches to teaching, learning and organizational functioning. Serious discussions about the
applicability of new approaches are underway. Educators and policy makers try new ways to
teach and miznage the system but generaily in low risk ways and situations.

Transitioning: When transitioning, the scales tip toward the new system--a critical number of
opinion leaders and the members of various groups support the design of the new system. They
make comumitments to the aew system and take more serious risks to make changes in key places
within the system.

Emerging New Infrastructure: In this stage, selected elements of the system are widely
operated in ways that are in keeping with the desired new system rather than the old system.
These new ways are becoming generally accepted.

Predominance of New System: At this point, more and/or the more powerful characteristics of
the system are operating in keeping with the definition of the mew system rather than the
definition of the old system. It is likely, as well, that key leaders are beginning to envision an even
better system that will be more in keeping with society at this point.
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Stagesof Change

A Continuum

Elements of
Change Mastenmpe of OM Syston. | .17 Awareness . - - 1 oo oEeploring
Vision Vit reflects: « Multiple stahcholders realize need to »  Alternatives to old sysiem hegin to
+ Laaming based on seal time change from old system, but unclear ¢ - emerge in piccemeal fashion
* Tuaching a5 lecture whal lo chango 1o +  Sakeholder groups promote sicw ideas
+ Mandates ard inpuis » Strategic plans, study gronp reports aboul parts of the syslem
* Education systen separate from other from influential groups call for ~ MNeow examples visiledidebated
systenis fundamental changes etting some »  Growing numbers and rypes of
attention stakeholders being dravwn together
around chanpe
Public & * Support gencrally taken for granted *» Reporis on need for changes in * Task forces [ornied to recommend
- » Only becomes of concan when fmances ¢ducation discussed among, policy changes for Aistrict, school
Political are needed makers, in rews media » Palitical/public opirion leaders
Support ¢ Public informed, not cagaged, by « Public forums on need for change with speaking oul on selected issues
aducators input from pubtic encouraged * Minor resource allocations to cxplore
possibilitics
, + Public involvement in redefining
desired student leaming outcames
Networks, « Networking ameng peers ofien seen as « Recognition of value of tetworking asa | » Networks (ineluding electronic) used as
Networks subversive or insignificam way of learning new operations of a way to speed up sharing of
Criing, * A few teachers within sshools begin to education systetn infornietion and new ideas
and network * A critical mass of teachers in a school »  Networks joiti=* across schools,
Partnerships + Yarmerships are one-shot, supplemental c):pi\_:re j_o'ming restructuring networks disiricts, slate:
* Realization tha1 partnerships aeed to be |« Whole schools join networks
longer teym and nere integral to school | «  School leaders bepin conversalions with
missiun potential partners on core educational
issues
Feaching & + Emphasis placed on using standard * Recognition that tradtional teaching * individual schools, teachers, districts
curriculum, instruction, assessment g learning niethods are Rol based un dabating and commiiting resources Lo
Lesrning methods more rigorously curtent! research about leamning learning and using new wavs of
Chanpes + High atention Lo standardized lest results | +  Recogniticn hy administrators, public, teaching
and ways to . .ise scores teachers that education problems are + Muili-person and mbti-year
due fo social. ecomemic, lechrological commitments Lo Ury new teaching and
changes thal are broader than education leaming approaches
* New mades of assessing learning
explored, develuoped
+ 1 carning outvomes being defined
Administrative Rolesrespor sibility secn as. *  Adinimisators {at all levels) recognize | *  Site bused decision making (SBDM})
Roles & + Diininish conflict need 1o change roles lo better eupport approaches piloted
N » Emphasize standerdization of change & leamning by teachors * Professional development for
Responsibilities approaehes, following rules, regulations * Now roles, responsibilitics for administrators focuses on now
* Serve as major channel, source of adminisuration discussed roles/responsibil itiey
information + Media allention on innovative ! * Bur ic laycrs ghestioned, vacant
* Top-down gecizion making positions not filled
«  Administralion leanuing to allocate
resounces 1o support leaming oulcethes
l’olicy State, districl polivy etphasizes: * Recogaition thal stamlardized Iests not » Schovls, districts, states explore new
Allgnmtent + Texibook selection measuring all desired leamning modes of student assessnie 1
gaien + Standardization of istruction method + Polivies debnted, enacted, pileted 1o
* Stendardized 1es1, comparisons among « Attention directed to performance define graduation based on
schools on studem achievement assessment lo supporl desired demonsirated learning rather than
« Hierarchical organizational structure * Recognition that low achisvenen may woursss taken
+ Progrum evaluation results used as hins be due to broader condilions rattier than | »  New palicies piloled on curriculum
for blaming and fault finding poor teaching frameworks ..ith higher learning for atl
+ Dechates on how tu use policy to help
lead reform rather than force change
*  Whivers 1o regulations madc availahle
T to promote experimeniation
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i

of Systemic Change

Stagesof Change

Elements of
Transitioning Emevging New Infrastractore Predominence of New System Change
* Emerging vonsensus on neve « Continnal visicn developnient seen as Broad agreem .-, 11 in the desired system: Yision
system components major force for change » All studenis . - am ai higher leveis
* 0Old componenis ¢+ Vision includes student cutcomes, system ]+ Leaming means achieving and applying
disparaged shed structure, undeslying belicfs shills, knowledge
» Nead for linkages of new * Recognition nf need for eontinual « Teacher as coach, critic. facilitator
cotponents within system is refinement, development of vision with » Distributed decision making
understood expanded . takeholder involvement *  Vision-setting leadership
»_Connections 10 other social systems
+ Public debate on specific * Ongoing commissions, 1ask forees + Public, pelitical, business involvement and Pablic &
changes with mixed support established 10 maintain n.omermtum for conmnection seen as 2ssential feature of system Political
+ Opinion leaders campaign for change us political leaders comne and go »  Allocation of resources based ~n new vision eltie
change * Resources for innovalion are ongoing with supported Sapport
+ Resistanl groups vocal emphasis on meeting diverse student needs
* More resources allocated for * Public engaged in change
innevation
+ Diversity of population
recoptuzed
* Recognilion that networks are 8 | *  Networks seen as accepted practice * Resources allocated for networks Networks,
long term Featare of a less *  Networhs ac! as major source of new * Effective network operations developed Networiin-
hierarchical systemn knowledge *  Naztworks serve 48 communication and GrHRIRL,
* Debates on how the districican | »  Empowerment issues debated information channels aud
support ongeing networks *  Multiple pariners support vasion and * Empowerment issues being resolved Partucrships
* Disenfranchised groups (¢.8.. student leamning
teachers, ethnic groups) usc
natworks for long fenm
empowerment
* Significant numbers of teachers, | For significant numbers of schools: For most schouls i distriet it's the norm: Teaching &
sclwols, districts inensely tying | *  State, district 1eachinglearning * To have students actively engaged in learping Learni
new approaches assessmefils encourage continual ¢ Student asscssments stiow continual rmng
« Teachers given time for improvement. recognize UNeven progress improvement on skille. knowledge Changes
plarming » Graduation based on demonstrations of established in vision a5 desired olitcomes
+ Reeognition of depth of change established leaming outcomsas + Onteome focus vsed in teacher and
needed and difficulty. time axd * Teaching meihods actively engage administrator preparation programs
Tesources required students
+ Teachurs convinced tancta fad | » Heavy and ongoing investment in Leacher
*_Chenges bewny, assessed deveiopment
* Mcthods of distributing decision | « Administrators hired using new criteria for | Administrators expected Lo: Administrative
making to lower organizetional leadershipimanagement » Encourzge rethinking. improvement &
levels developed *  Policy supports SBDM + Encourage flcxibilily in approaches o mect lhlﬂ'
+ Emphasis on outcomes to be « Required school-community councils nzeds of all students Respensibilities
acthiever with flexibility inhow | + Teachers respansible for instructional » Allocatz resources to support student learming
they are achicved decisions rather {han rigid categories
*  Allocates resources to support * Infrastructure supports school change 1o + Detenmine SBDM for learming, equity
continual learning by 1eachers mualch vision
o Task forces define student * Exil leaming outcomes developed by Policy al school, district, state supports: Policy
learning outcomes, frequently broad based siakeholder groups al state, * Ongoing rethinking. continual improvement Al
based on national standards district, school levels; outcomes emphasize | *  Allocaling resources 1o support student gament
¢+ Policies enacted that give problem selving. more conplex learning learning
schools latitude 10 redesign their for all + Curmicithum franieworks with hugh student
teaching and leaming » Multiple means of measuring student standards
approaches learning used: inchusion of demonsiraled + Leaming outcotnes guide decisions al all
+ Recognition that all palicy skitls, knowledge levels of system including classroom
pees roview Lo determune what |+ Major review of policy for realignmentio | *  Flexible instructional muomials mathods 10
ryEiem is supperts support new system meet diverse studem needs
» Policies across education. health, social +  Aleémative modes of assessment
services, etc. interconnected
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Key Elements to be Changed

Having multiple levels and stzikeholders from the schoolhouse to the statehouse, the education
system is highly complex. Understanding and shaping systemic change requires some way of
focusing on a few high-leverage efements in the change process. Based on work and research at
all levels of the system, six key elements of the education system have been identified below to be
highlighted and monitored. These elements are ones that are emerging across the country as
being particularly important in helping states, districts, and schools move from an old system to a
new system. Just as medical doctors may identify and monitor a few functions (such as the heart
and lungs) while understanding that the interconnections between the functions provides the
vitality of the bodily system, so too we understand that the composite of these six elements gives
the education system its livelihood.

Yision: The vision or mental image that people have of what the education gystem should look
like and what it should be accomplishing is key in bringing about change. It is aiso important that
the image develops among many numbers and types of people. The stages of development of the
vision are characterized by increasing clarity and agreement on what the new system is to look
like by increasing numbers and types of people.

Public and Political Support. As the vision develups and translates into practice, it is essential
that the general public and the political leadership at all levels of the system grow in their support
of the new system. Such support involves & deepening understanding of the "what" and "why" of
changes needed. lssues surrounding the inclusion of diverse populations appears to be a key
aspect of building support.

Networking: One key strategy in establishing lasting systemic change is to build networks that
study, pilot, and/or in other ways support a new vision of the education system. The networks
typically do not rely on the existing bureaucratic structure. Frequently networks link people of
similar roles across existing organizational lines. For example, teachers of differing districts and
states will connect; political advisors from multiple states will meet; and principals of
restructuring schools throughout the country will share experiences. The networks are often
facilitated by computer linkages, newsletters, conferences and personal communications among
people who have vecome acquainted, established mutual respect and found similarities in what
they are attempting to do.

Teaching and Learning Changes: At the core of the new system is teaching and learning based
on the best available research on how people learn. Closely related is the perspective that all
students need and can learn the higher level skills of understanding, communication, problem
solving, decision making and team work. If changes do not actually occur in teaching and
learning, all the other changes are of little value. Thus, this element is presented in the center
of the framework.

Administrative Role/Responsibilities: To achieve change in the classroom, administrative roles

and responsibilities need to change at the school, district and state levels. The changes relate to
the shift from a hierarchical structure of control to one of support and shared decision making.
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Policy Realignment: State and local policy need to be aligned around the beliefs and practices of
the new system instead of the traditional policy of the old system. Of particular importance are
areas of teaching and leaming policy related to curriculum frameworks, instructional methods and
materials, student assessment practices, resource allocation and the inclusion of all types of
students.

Making simultaneous changes in the above six elements requires conscious planning. The process
is akin to that of remodeling a building while people are still using it: the acts of reconfiguration,
redesign, and realignment need to be careful’. staged to keep the building at least partially
functional. :

The framework given in Figure 1 provides much more detail on the specifics of each element as it
changes from the old system to the new one.

Using the Framework
This framework and various modifications of it are proving particularly useful in three ways:

»  Developing a common language and conceptual picture of the processes and goals of change
among diverse stakeholders.

« Deveioping a strategic plan for moving forward on systemic change.

» Developing an ongoing assessment process that will support and encourage depth and quality
of the change process.

A Common Language and Conceptual Picture. Each stakeholder tends to see the system
primarily from his/her own vantage point--the pol:.cy maker focuses on policy, the administrator
on the management issues, the teacher on the classroom interactions, the parents on what the
student is becoming. Once stakeholders see the issues and perspectives of the others, they are
better positioned to take actions that will support and enh.nce others' specific situations.

Example: One of the nation's eardiest and largest restructuring efforts is
Re:Learning, 2 joint initiative of the Coalition of Essential Schools, the Education
Commission of the States, and, now, nearly a dozen states. Re:Learning focuses
on redestgning schools along the lines of nine research-based principles of teaching
and learning. The effort also zeros-in on the necessary administrative and policy
realignments at district and state levels needed to support the school changes.
Re:Learning advocates have used frameworks similar to the one described in this
paper at various points and in various ways to develop common understandings
and to engage multiple stakeholders in discussions about the goals and strategies
of systemiic change.

Strategic Planning. Once systemic change is underway, people often develop a sense of being
overwhelmed by the magnitude of the task. A framework such as this one can be used to specify
what steps to take next.
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Example: State mathematics and science curriculum directors, directors of state
systemic initiatives funded by the Nationat Science Foundation and others used the
framework at a national conference 1o analyze their own state's progress on
systemic change. Using both informal information about their state and more
systematically gathered data, they looked at the pattern of change among the six
elements. Many found that they were moving along reasonably weli on the vision,
policy realignment and shifts in administrative roles, but the number of schools
where classroom teaching and learning practices was actually occurring was small
and public support was lagging. They realized these were the areas that needed
special attention if the full system was tc change.

Assessing Progress. The framework can also be used as the basis for creating an evaluation
design for understanding what supports and processes help systems move forward on systemic
change.

Example: The framework is being used as the basis of the evaluation design of a
private organization that is funding a number of districts within a state to make
fundamental changes in how science is being taught. 1n another state it is being
used as the basis for evaluating the progress of change among districts and
communities that are redesigning arts education. In each of these cases, the
framework provides the basis for making decisions about the focus of the
evaluation, the type of data collected and the modes of analysis and reporting.

Whatever the use of the framework, it is important to have all aspects of the system move
forward. A physician doesn't say, "Well, I guess 1 won't worry too much abcut that heart
problem. The other five bodily functions 1 looked at seemed to be fine." So too, all aspects of the
education system need to be nurtured to bring about the systemic change that will create a
transformed way of educating America's youth.
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