


differences in the change process are not trivial.
How stakeholders are brought into the change
process, how the vision for change is developed,
and who directs a change effort all have impor-
tant ramifications for the outcomes of the effort.
In this section, we explore the characteristics of
each major approach to change, highlighting the
important similarities and differences among
approaches.

Statewide Policy Approaches to Systemic
Change

For statewide policy systemic change advo-
cates, the essence of systemic reform lies in mod-
ifying state policies, so that they are more inter-
nally consistent. Typical reforms include integrat-
ing and coordinating statewide tests, curriculum
guidelines, teacher-certification requirements,
textbook adoptions, funding policies, and so
forth. These reforms might be legislation, curricu-
lar reforms, or statewide mandates designed to
foster better alignment among these components
and to promote promising educational initiatives.
Usually, a fairly small set of people representing a
relatively narrow portion of educational interests
is involved in this legislative process. Legislatures,
task forces, teachers unions, and administrators
have forceful voices in the change process, while
students, parents, community members, and the
disenfranchised tend to have small or nonexistent
voices.

Recognizing the need for teacher involve-
ment in the change process, some statewide sys-
temic reformers do work with teachers on the
local level. In “Capacity Building in Systemic
Reform,” Floden, Goertz, and O’Day describe their
work developing teachers’ capacity for systemic
change . They argue that in order to teach in new
ways, teachers need not only training in new
teaching techniques, but also opportunities to
grow as people.Teachers need to change the way
they see students, learning, and ultimately, them-
selves. Observing that traditional professional
development workshops fall far short of inspiring
this kind of deep, intense growth, Floden, Goertz
and O’Day provide a series of useful guidelines
on how systemic reformers can build teachers’
capacity for systemic change by using teacher
networks, alternative assessment strategies, and
agencies that coordinate these efforts. .

This approach to educational reform, some-
times referred to as expert-driven reform,

involves experts at the state level informing sys-
tem members on how educational systems
should operate. Teachers, administrators, and stu-
dents do not have much voice in the goal-setting
or decision-making processes; rather, they are
expected to adopt the policies generated by the
statewide systemic reformers. With a strong tradi-
tion in educational policy, statewide reformers
tend to focus much more heavily on change out-
comes than on managing the change process at a
local level. Usually, change management is limited
to the formation of an agency designed to sup-
port teachers in the change process.

The leadership-driven nature of districtwide systemic

changes often limits variety of perspectives.

Districtwide Approaches to Systemic
Change

Conceptualizing the local school district as
the educational “system” has important implica-
tions for what constitutes systemic change and
how systemic change occurs. In districtwide
approaches, systemic reform typically involves
setting districtwide goals and developing curric-
ular programs to meet those goals.*? Of those
advocating districtwide systemic change, perhaps
Philip Schlechty has developed the most com-
prehensive vision of how the change process
might best occur.

A districtwide reform effort is usually initiated
by a small, concerned group of administrators or
teachers within the district. Because most school
districts are hierarchical, the administration usual-
ly plays a prominent role in leading the change
process, defining who is involved in the change
process and what kinds of changes will be made.
Building needs can begin to play a greater role in
driving the change process as principals and
teachers become involved. However, the leader-
ship-driven nature of districtwide systemic
changes often limits the variety of perspectives
that are brought into the change process.

Most often, the change effort will initially
involve key administrative officials, who take a
strong leadership role in the change process.”
Typically, they provide a vision for the change
effort and establish its goals and criteria for suc-
cess. Next, people who are needed to support
the change are brought into the process.
Schlechty describes this as a form of marketing.
Usually, teachers are among the first to be
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brought in and are encouraged to revise and
“own” the vision and help shape the future of the
change effort. Schlechty encourages administra-
tors to relinquish sole ownership and control
over the change process to teachers as soon as
possible.

Custodial staff, support people, parents, and
students are much less likely to be involved in

districtwide reforms in meaningful ways.

Just who participates in change efforts
varies in districtwide approaches to systemic
change, and managing the process of relinquish-
ing control over a change effort is one of the key
functions of leadership.” Teachers may be
brought in early to help develop the vision for
the system and be given an opportunity to pro-
vide input, or the vision can be given to them.
Custodial staff, support people, parents, and stu-
dents are much less likely to be involved in dis-
trictwide reforms in meaningful ways. By focus-
ing on a particular vision or model for educa-
tional innovation, such as whole-language or
bilingual education, this approach to change can
be considered an “expert-driven” model of
change. Although system stakeholders, usually
teachers, are brought into the change effort, it is
typically not a “grassroots” change effort; the
energy for change usually emanates from the dis-
trict leadership. As the change effort is imple-
mented, support and training are provided for
those involved.

Schlechty’s version of districtwide systemic
change hinges on an uncommon type of leader:
a developmental lcadcr,zs who leads by providing
the supports, training, and opportunities for oth-
ers to succeed.”* Developmental leaders believe
in their cohorts, realizing that successful sys-
temic change comes through cultivating and cel-
ebrating the success of others. In successful dis-
trictwide changes, leaders allow others to take
ownership of the change effort, so that the vision
and energy for change diffuse througflout the
system and transcend any one individual. Thus, it
is hoped that through a process of developing
the vision and leadership capacity for education-
al change and then disseminating it throughout
the district, lasting changc/will occur.
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Schoolwide Systemic Change

Schoolwide approaches to systemic change
are similar to districtwide systemic change
efforts. They’re focused on instituting change
throughout a building. The principal, key school
leaders, and other teachers play central roles in
driving the change process. In some charter
schools, coalition schools and other school
change efforts (see e.g., the Saturn School of
Tomorrow), students have more of a voice and
play important roles in the change process.”
Nevertheless, the typical process of implement-
ing a change can be seen as one of marketing a
change to other stakeholders.

The Coalition of Essential Schools offers its
schools very little guidance in how to manage the
change process.” The coalition hopes that each
school will find the process that is appropriate
for that school. The coalition does offer work-
shops for school change agents and leaders, sum-
mer retreats for groups involved in change
efforts, and resources for coalition schools.
However, these supports and resources are
geared more toward generating energy and
enthusiasm for the change efforts than toward
offering guidance on the process of change.”

Ecological Approaches to Systemic Change

Ecological systemic thinkers view systems as
complex, multi-dimensional organizations whose
various components have powerful relationships
with other components, both within and outside
the system of interest. Therefore, they advocate a
comprehensive approach to systemic change,
one that considers the redesign of all aspects of
the system, holding nothing as beyond considera-
tion for change. An ecological systemic change
effort could focus on a school, district, or
statewide system, but the intention is to change
not only the “system-in-focus,” but also the related
suprasystems and peer systems in ways that sup-
port the changes in the systcm—in-focus.?’0
Ecological systemic change agents believe that
the key to real, lasting change lies not in any par-
ticular program, but in the changes in stakehold-
ers’ mindsets that arise from continuing dialogue
and self-examination.

Ecological systemic change agents value
broad-based, democratic participation in the
change process. From an ethical point of view,
most ecological systemic thinkers believe that all
those impacted by a system should be involved in




deciding what that system should be like. Given
the variety of purposes that educational systems
serve, involving all system stakeholders is critical,
albeit difficult. Furthermore, given the complexity
of an educational system, it is important to include
people with a variety of perspectives, experi-
ences, and understandings of the educational sys-
tem. Therefore, ecological systemic reformers
include a much broader range of stakeholders in
the change process compared to the other types
of systemic reformers. Stakeholder groups
involved in the design process range from stu-
dents, teachers, administrators, and support staff
to community leaders, parents, and employers.

This broad involvement of stakeholders is
often called the user-designer approach. In this
approach, process experts are typically brought
in to support the design process, as facilitators
who help user-designers refine and develop their
vision of the new system. In other words, experts
are brought in to support the design process, but
not to shape the product of design.’ Some eco-
logical systemic thinkers have offered visions of
what an educational system might be like, but
they do so in the spirit of helping the stakehold-
ers to think “outside the box” by offering possible
visions of educational systems, not to dictate
what a particular system should be like.”? This
user-designer approach contrasts with the expert
approach, which tends to characterize the other
three conceptions of systemic change. Ecological
processes involve stakeholders from the begin-
ning of the change process to help design the
changes, rather than bringing them in for compli-
ance or “buy-in” late in the process (if at all).
Therefore, the change process is driven from all
directions in the system, not purely from the top
down or bottom up.

Among those with ecological conceptions of
educational systems, there are at least three
approaches to the change process: design, evolu-
tionary change, and a hybrid of the two.
Additional approaches and variations of these
approaches are also possible.

The design approach

The design approach, which has been articu-
lated by Bela Banathy in The Systems Design ¢f
Education, and by Patrick Jenlink, Chatles
Reigeluth, Allison Carr, and Laurie Nelson in
Guidelines for Facilitating Systemic Change in
School Districts, is one in which stakeholders of
the existing system plan and develop a new, ideal

system while they are still in the old, functioning
system.* Once the design of the new system has
been articulated fully, the system stakeholders
“jump over” to the new system, with the option
of both systems operating in parallel for a num-
ber of years as, gradually, more and more teachers
and parents opt for the new system and “retool-
ing” costs are spread out over time.This approach
can also be used to design a new system where
none already exists.

The conversation represents a new form of
democratic process that replaces voting as a
decision-making process.

The design process begins with a visioning
phase in which all stakeholders come to a shared
vision of what an ideal system would be like for
their community.This lengthy process is the heart
of systems design. If system stakeholders can
come to a shared vision, the rest of the process is
relatively straightforward. Because people enter
this design “conversation” with different values
and beliefs about education, ecological system
thinkers see the first stage of this design process
as chiefly one of discourse toward reaching
shared understandings about the purpose and
nature of education. It is important that all mem-
bers of the conversation try to understand why
others hold the beliefs they do. In so doing, they
open the door to arriving collectively at a deeper
understanding and a set of shared beliefs about
education that are superior to those held by any
one person at the outset of the process.

The conversation represents a new form of
democratic process that replaces voting as a deci-
sion-making process. In voting, we use our cur-
rent, limited perspectives and understandings to
make decisions about education. In contrast, the
conversation is a knowledge-building and con-
sensus-building process that deepens our under-
standing of complex issues and helps us to evolve
our thinking toward shared beliefs and vision.
With our current mindsets about education pred-
icated on an outdated factory model of educa-
tion, it is a real challenge to free our minds to
imagine new possibilities for our local education-
al system.** And facing this challenge is a key
function of the visioning phase of systems design.

Once a shared “fuzzy” vision for the system
has been created, the design team begins a series
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of recursive design cycles whereby it gradually
creates progressively more detailed, realized
descriptions of the initial vision. Throughout this
design process, team members continuously
share and refine the system design according to
stakeholders’ beliefs and needs. The cyclical ide-
alized design process continues until the design
plan is rich enough to be tested.

In contrast to other systemic approaches, the
design phase takes considerably more time and
energy, with the implementation phase being
more straightforward. Involving all stakeholder
groups and thoroughly articulating a vision of a
complete system is a lengthy process, demanding
a large amount of time, resources, and energy. The
assumption is that the most important outcome
of any fundamental change process must be a
change in the stakeholders’ mindsets and beliefs
about education. Without changes in the users’
mindsets, no fundamental change is likely to suc-
ceed. As stakeholders share their beliefs and val-
ues about education, their thinking evolves and
enough shared vision and ownership are
achieved for implementation to be a much easier
process. Good systems design also incorporates
into the new system’s regular processes the
capacity to continue to evolve as the educational
needs of its community evolve.

The evolutionary change approach

In contrast to the design approach to ecolog-
ical systemic change, an evolutionary change
approach presupposes that systemic change is so
nonlinear, complex, chaotic, and multi-faceted
that to “orchestrate the coherence of a system”
deliberately is unfeasible.*® Evolutionary design
might be thought of as design for the foreseeable
future, in the sense that one plans as far as one
can see, such that the plans (designs) are contin-
uously extended in an evolutionary way.

In “Turning Systemic Thinking on Its Head,”
Michael Fullan explores this kind of alternative
approach to facilitating ecological systemic
change.* He argues that systemic reformers
ought to focus on how changes typically occur in
organizations. He sees this naturally occurring
change process as fundamentally evolutionary.To
Fullan, the greatest potential for systemic change
lies in creating change support networks and
evolving notions of teaching and learning
through reculturing and restructuring the educa-
tional system. Support.rietworks include multi-
level staff development projects, the integration
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of state policies (much like that advocated by
statewide systemic change groups), and a focus
on assessment and evaluation. Reculturing is “the
process of developing new values, beliefs and
norms,” and restructuring is the development of
“roles, structures, and mechanisms that enable
new cultures to thrive.”

A hybrid approach

A third approach to ecological systemic
change is essentially a hybrid of the two approach-
es just described. In Opportunity Initiated
Systemic Design (OISD), systems identify and use
change opportunities that naturally occur within
the system as the catalyst for systemic change.*
The OISD approach, which is still in early stages of
development, attempts to retain many of the
essential characteristics of systems design: a com-
mitment to idealized design, full stakeholder par-
ticipation, and an orientation toward the systemic
change of peer systems. But OISD also allows for
a less-daunting design process by capitalizing on
“small wins” and positive feedback loops. A rela-
tively small group of system stakeholders inijtiates
the design process, making the consensus-build-
ing process easier, but also potentially limiting the
depth at which the design group comes to under-
stand the system.

Much like Banathy’s idealized system design
model, in OISD, system stakeholders conduct a
“three lens” analysis of the current system and
develop an idealized model of the system.
Stakeholders then develop opportunities that can
exploit potential energy for change, as identified
in the analysis stage. Unlike more traditional
approaches to reform, OISD change activities are
designed explicitly to affect multiple components
of the system and multiple peer systems. It is
hoped that as the opportunity grows, it will affect
multiple levels of the system.Thus, the system will
evolve toward an idealized system. As the oppor-
tunity spreads throughout the system, it is hoped
that it too will evolve, to greater reflect the values
and vision of everyone involved in the system.

The three approaches to ecological change
that we have described attempt to foster change
by combining “top-down” and “bottom-up”
approaches to systemic change. Ecological sys-
temic change both restructures and recultures
the system at hand, and should also spur change
in related systems. An important part of ecologi-
cal systemic thinking is the notion that not only
are educational systems connected, but they also
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are inextricably linked to political, economic, and
environmental systems on local, regional, nation-
al, and global levels. By combining structural
reforms with grassroots changes in beliefs about
learning and education, it is hoped that lasting,
fundamental change might occur, making an
impact beyond the walls of any one classroom.

Conclusion

We began this article by highlighting the con-
fusion engendered by different meanings of “sys-
temic change.” Subsequently, we discussed four
distinct conceptions of systemic change:
statewide, districtwide, schoolwide, and ecologi-
cal. Statewide reformers focus on synchronizing
and integrating the components of state policy
systems and providing support agencies for
schools. Districtwide change agents view their
school district as the educational system and
focus on developing leadership and implement-
ing changes throughout the district. Similarly,
schoolwide systemic change agents think of the
system as the school and tackle systemic reform
at the building level. Ecological systemic reform-
ers see educational systems as complex, multi-
level entities, and they advocate a comprehen-
sive, user-designer approach, emphasizing the
many purposes and functions of educational sys-
tems.

These four conceptions share a common
value for the interrelatedness of educational com-
ponents and functions, but they clearly hold dif-
ferent values about educational change. The
statewide and districtwide change approaches
outlined here tend to value expert opinion in the
change process, involving a relatively narrow
group of stakeholders. Schoolwide systemic
change agents tend to value school autonomy in
undergoing change, placing relatively little value
on facilitating the change process. Ecological sys-
temic reformers value broad, meaningful partici-
pation in the change process (user-designer
approach), eschewing expertism. They place
tremendous value on the change process itself—
the inquiry process into the nature of a system
and the discussion among stakeholders of the val-
ues and purposes of education—over any partic-
ular educational agenda. Far from trivial, these dif-
ferences can result in much confusion as educa-
tors communicate about systemic change €fforts.

It is hoped that this article will add‘fo work
being done to define the landscape of systemic
change.” To avoid confusion in future communi-

cations, we recommend always using a qualifi-
er—such as statewide, districtwide, schoolwide,
or ecological—to clarify which conception of
systemic change is intended.Too often, educators
have confused these conceptions, leading to mis-
communication and misunderstandings among
the various systemic change advocates and crit-
ics. Furthermore, whenever a conception has sev-
eral approaches to change, as is the case for eco-
logical systemic change, we recommend that the
nature of the favored approach be clearly com-
municated. Avoiding miscommunication should
help us to make better decisions about whether
or not to pursue systemic change and, if so, which
type of systemic change to pursue.This in turn
should help us to be more effective in improving
our educational systems and better meeting the
needs of our children and our communities.
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