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TodayToday’’s Discussions Discussion

ProblemProblem--solving session solving session 

Practices in the Great City Schools Practices in the Great City Schools 

Demonstrated and sustained academic Demonstrated and sustained academic 
progress for English Language Learners progress for English Language Learners 

Examined through lens of systems Examined through lens of systems 
thinkingthinking

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
One thing each of us can be sure of, is that we are faced with a plethora of challenges. We probably each have our own approaches to solving the problems we face. In this session, we want to re-examine how we have dealt with a problem looking at solutions through the lens that we have been using in the Council when we visit member school districts. 



So that we are sure to communicate, I want to take a few minutes to review some vocabulary linked to systems thinking. That way for our purposes today, we will have a common understanding of terms.



We have two representatives from member districts who have had some demonstrated success with substantial student achievement gains. Our panel will be commenting on their programs, their implementation, and monitoring. We also hope to have time for questions and discussion.



�



What is Systems Thinking?What is Systems Thinking?

Concept under development since 1940Concept under development since 1940’’ss

Peter Peter SengeSenge popularized the concept in popularized the concept in 
The Fifth Discipline The Fifth Discipline (1990).(1990).

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Systems thinking has been a part of reform discussions in both education and business. Many of you have probably read The Fifth Discipline by Peter Senge.�



The Problems that Systems The Problems that Systems 
Thinking Seeks to AddressThinking Seeks to Address

We tend to fragment problems without We tend to fragment problems without 
seeing how they are interseeing how they are inter--connected.connected.
We take actions without seeing their We take actions without seeing their 
impact in the long term.impact in the long term.
The reason for failure is The reason for failure is ““out thereout there”” with with 
““the other,the other,”” ““the enemy.the enemy.””

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
Senge’s book carefully explains systems thinking. He begins by discussing that many of us deal with problems by breaking them into parts. However, most often the solution to a problem requires multiple components, and we may not see their long-term impact. 



An easy example is trying to get water to be the right temperature out of the spigot. When the water is cold, we turn on more hot water. If it is still cold, we make the water hotter. But what if there is a delay in the system. The addition of hot water takes 30 seconds to be felt. We may find that we have made the water too hot because we did not wait 30 seconds, and now we have to quickly readjust, possibly making it too cold again. 



Think of a more complex example in our field. Suppose we offer a stipend for bilingual teachers to encourage general education teachers to get their bilingual certification.  We get more teachers to get their certification. However, general education teachers resent that they do not get a stipend. �



Basic ConceptBasic Concept
Ability to see the big picture, and to distinguish Ability to see the big picture, and to distinguish 
patterns instead of conceptualizing change as patterns instead of conceptualizing change as 
isolated eventsisolated events
Systems are bound by invisible fabrics of Systems are bound by invisible fabrics of 
interrelated actions, which often take years to interrelated actions, which often take years to 
fully play out their effects on each other, making fully play out their effects on each other, making 
it hard to see the whole pattern of changes.it hard to see the whole pattern of changes.
Sustained performance improvement can be Sustained performance improvement can be 
achieved only by seeing and managing achieved only by seeing and managing 
interrelations rather than by asserting and interrelations rather than by asserting and 
hoping for linear cause and effect  hoping for linear cause and effect  



Water Flow

Current Water LevelPerceived Gap

Faucet Position

Desired Water Level

Senge, p. 76



Delays in the SystemDelays in the System

Full impact of an action may not be seen Full impact of an action may not be seen 
immediately.immediately.

Example: Early reading successes with Example: Early reading successes with 
transitioned ELL students drop off by Grade 4transitioned ELL students drop off by Grade 4
Example: Eliminating some curriculum Example: Eliminating some curriculum 
objectives to concentrate on the current grade objectives to concentrate on the current grade 
level tested left out learning that formed the level tested left out learning that formed the 
foundation for more complex expectations at foundation for more complex expectations at 
higher grade levels.higher grade levels.



Systems IssueSystems Issue
YesterdayYesterday’’s solutions are todays solutions are today’’s s 
problems in a fragmented system. problems in a fragmented system. 
The team that put the original solution in The team that put the original solution in 
place may not even be there when the place may not even be there when the 
new problem results.new problem results.

Example: A school district that encouraged Example: A school district that encouraged 
older ELL students to move to adult education older ELL students to move to adult education 
programs improved their passing rates on programs improved their passing rates on 
state tests by removing those students from state tests by removing those students from 
the pool; however, the district data will the pool; however, the district data will 
indicate a decrease in completion and indicate a decrease in completion and 
graduation rates.graduation rates.



Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
School accountability based on state test.

Central Office accountable for compliance. Schools not that interested in compliance. They don’t see the relationship to achievement.�



Four Component AreasFour Component Areas

Mental ModelsMental Models

Personal MasteryPersonal Mastery

Shared VisionShared Vision

Team LearningTeam Learning



Mental ModelsMental Models

Deeply ingrained assumptions, Deeply ingrained assumptions, 
generalizations, or even pictures or generalizations, or even pictures or 
images that influence how we images that influence how we 
understand the world and how we take understand the world and how we take 
action, even if we are not consciously action, even if we are not consciously 
aware of them aware of them 
Can prevent new and powerful insights Can prevent new and powerful insights 
and organizational practices from and organizational practices from 
becoming implementedbecoming implemented

Presenter�
Presentation Notes�
My own mental model regarding the importance of curriculum

Our own images of what pd should be. We may select an option without conscious, deliberate thought

Teachers  may reject a change because it doesn’t fit with what they have always done.�



Personal MasteryPersonal Mastery

Discipline of continually clarifying and Discipline of continually clarifying and 
deepening our personal vision, focusing deepening our personal vision, focusing 
our energies, developing patience, and our energies, developing patience, and 
seeing reality objectively.seeing reality objectively.
Be more realistic, focusing on becoming Be more realistic, focusing on becoming 
the best person possible, and to strive for the best person possible, and to strive for 
a sense of commitment and excitement a sense of commitment and excitement 
in our careers to facilitate realization of in our careers to facilitate realization of 
potential (potential (SengeSenge 1990,11). 1990,11). 



Shared VisionShared Vision

Capacity to hold a shared picture of the Capacity to hold a shared picture of the 
future we seek to create. future we seek to create. 
Something for everyone to be passionate Something for everyone to be passionate 
aboutabout
Shared vision elicits commitment in good Shared vision elicits commitment in good 
times and bad, with the power to bind an times and bad, with the power to bind an 
organization together, fostering a organization together, fostering a 
commitment to the long term. commitment to the long term. 



Team LearningTeam Learning

Suspension of assumption in order to Suspension of assumption in order to 
enter into a dialogue and think together to enter into a dialogue and think together to 
create desired results togethercreate desired results together

Purpose of building a team with more, not Purpose of building a team with more, not 
less, intelligence than its members. less, intelligence than its members. 



LeverageLeverage

Sometimes small changes exert major Sometimes small changes exert major 
leverage in the systemleverage in the system

Our success is dependent on the success Our success is dependent on the success 
of the whole system.of the whole system.



Foundations for Success ResearchFoundations for Success Research
What was the historical, administrative, and What was the historical, administrative, and 
programmatic context within which student programmatic context within which student 
achievement improved in these districts? achievement improved in these districts? 

What districtWhat district--level strategies were used to level strategies were used to 
improve student achievement and reduce racial improve student achievement and reduce racial 
disparities? disparities? 

What was the connection between policies, What was the connection between policies, 
practices, and strategies at the district level and practices, and strategies at the district level and 
actual changes in teaching and learning in the actual changes in teaching and learning in the 
classroom? classroom? 



Political PreconditionsPolitical Preconditions

Political preconditions, including:Political preconditions, including:
Board focus on student achievementBoard focus on student achievement
Shared vision and clear goalsShared vision and clear goals
Capacity to diagnose problemsCapacity to diagnose problems
Matching resources to visionMatching resources to vision
Accountability systemAccountability system



Foundations of Success, continuedFoundations of Success, continued

Focus on student achievement and Focus on student achievement and 
specific achievement goals, on a set specific achievement goals, on a set 
schedule with defined consequencesschedule with defined consequences
Aligned curricula with state standards and Aligned curricula with state standards and 
assessmentsassessments
Standards translated into instructional Standards translated into instructional 
practicepractice
Concrete accountability systems with Concrete accountability systems with 
responsibility for resultsresponsibility for results



More Foundations for SuccessMore Foundations for Success
Districtwide curricula and instructional Districtwide curricula and instructional 
strategies strategies 
Aligned professional developmentAligned professional development
Method to drive instructional reforms down Method to drive instructional reforms down 
to the classroom levelto the classroom level
Commitment to dataCommitment to data--driven decisionsdriven decisions
Systematic reformsSystematic reforms
Intensive focus on reading and Intensive focus on reading and 
mathematicsmathematics
Special attention to lowSpecial attention to low--performing schoolsperforming schools



DiscussionDiscussion
You have created policies and practices in your You have created policies and practices in your 
districts that have led to demonstrated and districts that have led to demonstrated and 
sustained academic progress for English sustained academic progress for English 
Language Learners.Language Learners.
As you talk about your implementation of these As you talk about your implementation of these 
policies and programs, please address the policies and programs, please address the 
Foundations for SuccessFoundations for Success areas we have just areas we have just 
reviewed. reviewed. 
In light of systems thinking and In light of systems thinking and Foundations for Foundations for 
SuccessSuccess, are you considering any possible , are you considering any possible 
refinements to policies, processes, or programs? refinements to policies, processes, or programs? 



Political Political 
PrecondiPrecondi-- 
tionstions; ; 
Goals, Goals, 
AccountaAccounta-- 
bilitybility

Curriculum; Curriculum; 
aligned aligned 
professional professional 
developmentdevelopment

Use of Use of 
Data Data 
and and 
EvaluaEvalua-- 
tionstions

Getting Getting 
reforms reforms 
into into 
classroom classroom 
practice practice 

IntervenInterven-- 
tionstions for for 
lowest lowest 
performing performing 
students students 
and and 
schoolsschools

Mental Mental 
ModelsModels
LeverageLeverage

InterInter-- 
relationshipsrelationships

What we might What we might 
do differentlydo differently
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