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INTRODUCTION

The Business of Learning

We are in the business of learning. Simply said, students attend school to learn. Students, their families, and society expect teachers to create environments that facilitate this learning and to plan meaningful lessons that guide students toward increased understanding. Regardless of our role in a school system—teacher, administrator, or related services professional—our first and most important job is to ensure students’ learning.

Of course, there has been debate over the years about what students should (and should not) learn. Society will always debate the content of the learning. As educators, we contribute to that debate, and we work to enact the curriculum that policymakers agreed on. In other words, the curriculum comes alive in classrooms through instruction. It almost goes without saying, but we’re going to say it anyway: high-quality instruction impacts student learning. We believe that teachers matter, and what they do matters most. In other words, we don’t take a passive approach to instruction. We know that lesson design and delivery are critical. Students learn because their teachers (and those who support their teachers) take the time to plan, deliver, and assess meaningful instruction.

But too often, talented teachers work incredibly hard to improve learning, develop lessons, and check for understanding, with limited results. Equally hardworking administrators, in an effort to support those teachers, attempt to drill down to a specific teaching behavior, such as posting a learning target or increasing student collaboration time. Don’t misunderstand us. We believe strongly that developing lessons, checking for understanding, identifying clear learning targets, and learning collaboratively are all aspects of instruction that matter, but piecemeal approaches to improving teaching and learning are less than effective and often exhausting. In these cases, some students understand; others don’t. Some teachers strengthen their practice; others stagnate. What’s missing? The short (and long) answer is systems thinking.

Systems Thinking

Systems thinking is the ability to see the big picture, observe how the elements within a system influence one another, identify emerging patterns, and act on them in ways that fortify the structures within. Educators work with human beings, large and small, who operate in systems. Classrooms are systems. So are professional learning communities (PLCs), schools, and districts. Systems thinking is not mechanistic, hierarchical, or reductionist—it’s quite the opposite. Systems thinkers recognize the dynamic nature of the organized groups they operate within and are able to activate the right elements at the right time to reach the desired outcome.

Let’s take a look at the most familiar system we operate within—our families. Every day, we make decisions about one element of the family system while keeping the ramifications of these actions in mind. For example, noticing the milk is almost gone in the morning might mean going to the store before dinner that night. But you can’t immediately trot off to get the milk if it’s going to result in missing an important meeting at work or getting the kids to school late. Then, there’s the issue of where to put the milk once you’ve purchased it. Leaving it in the car all day is going to result in spoiled milk by late afternoon. As an adult in the household, you have to consider alternatives. Is there someone else who could go to the store? If so, you’ll need to see what his or her day looks like. Could you buy it on the way home from work before picking up the children? This means doing some backward planning to figure out when to leave work and whether that might create other problems. You might reconsider whether it’s vital to get the milk today at all. If it’s not, maybe you’ll plan something else for dinner that doesn’t require milk. In our everyday lives, we weigh the impact of our decisions on other elements of the family system because we recognize that acting on one has a ripple effect on others.

The Systems Thinking Classroom

While the systems thinking family is a simple example, the systems thinking classroom is not. The systems thinking classroom requires educators to consider the elements that impact student learning and design structures to leverage these elements. Classroom instruction and learning does not strictly occur in a linear fashion from the beginning of the lesson until the end. Fritjof Capra and Pier Luigi Luisi (2014) call systems thinking “a change from seeing the world as a machine to understanding it as a network” (p. 4). This is certainly the case in education, where we have moved from the factory model that described 20th century schools to a 21st century model that calls for students to communicate, collaborate, and engage in critical and creative thinking (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2011). The fundamental difference between these two perspectives is also its strength: people. Outdated pedagogical models emphasized mechanistic aspects, such as time, input, and output. Systems thinking acknowledges that each classroom is an ecosystem nested within larger systems that include not only the school but also families and communities (Senge, 1990).

Classrooms comprise a network of relationships. How people in the system communicate and respond to changes and the network’s sustainability influence whether each relationship is positive or negative. As such, there are four overlaying principles of systems thinking that we must consider when developing a systems thinking classroom: (1) relationships, (2) communication, (3) responsiveness, and (4) sustainability.

Relationships

Every classroom contains several younger people and one or more adults, and each develops relationships with the others. Some of these are highly effective and contribute quite positively to the learning environment; a few may be more difficult. But none of the relationships in the classroom is wholly separate from another. When we praise or reprimand one student, we change the relationships we have with the others, even if it is only in the slightest way. Classrooms are dynamic systems, not static ones. Systems thinking teachers recognize that changes develop every minute of the day and strive to respond to these fluctuations by monitoring the climate of the classroom and acting accordingly.

Communication

Verbal and nonverbal communication among members deeply influences systems. The language we use with students can build a sense of agency and identity or tear it down (Johnston, 2004). We use language to share knowledge and information with one another and to challenge each other’s thinking. In terms of the big picture, the classroom’s physical and organizational structures communicate our expectations and signal acceptable ways to work and collaborate. Teachers in systems thinking classrooms create lines of communication to ensure all community members use language to advance learning. Further, students are drawn back to view events from a larger perspective in order to see how systems develop and change.

Responsiveness

There’s an old adage that says you can never dip your toes into the same river twice. In other words, the environment changes every moment and can never return to its previous state. Systems thinking teachers understand that because learners change each moment, they must be alert and responsive to these shifts. Robert Pianta, Karen La Paro, and Bridget Hamre (2008) call this teacher sensitivity the “awareness of and responsivity to students’ academic and emotional concerns” (p. 3). This sensitivity manifests itself as instructional scaffolding when giving a student just a bit more support to reach a new understanding, as well as offering quiet comfort to a student who is upset or frustrated.

Sustainability

This final principle concerns the system’s power to maintain and extend beyond the doors of a single classroom. The most concrete example of sustainability is a teacher who is consistent in terms of expectations and procedures. But to be truly sustainable, classrooms need to be nested within a school with common expectations. In other words, the hard-won progress a teacher attains in one class should not be undone the moment the student walks out into the hallway. It’s difficult to sustain a community of learners that values positive relationships, open communication, and responsiveness to each other’s needs when the larger organizational enterprise does not. Systems thinking classrooms thrive within systems thinking schools.

The Systems Thinker

Systems thinkers recognize, create, and act on the elements and structures that comprise a complex system. This is something that comes with experience but also with intention. Nancy talks about her first year of teaching and the confusion she often felt as she attempted to develop an effective learning space for her first graders. She devoted a lot of attention and effort to setting up a classroom management plan, establishing a schedule and the physical environment, and developing lessons. She had a good foundation in her university preparation work, but it wasn’t enough—it never is. Looking back, she realized that the year never really came together. There were lots of disjointed activities and teaching behaviors that were dim reflections of what she had seen master teachers do. She lacked, as virtually all novice teachers do, the ability to recognize that she was working within a complex system.

Perhaps you’ve had a similar experience. Nancy sometimes jokes that she’d like to write an apology note to those long-ago first graders and assure them she’s a much better teacher now. She’s also grateful to the mentors she had, including the talented teacher next door, her induction program mentor, and her excellent administrators at the school. These people were systems thinkers, even if they didn’t label themselves as such. They possessed the ability to zoom in on details and then zoom out on how those details impacted the overall classroom.

Systems thinkers are able to adopt a broad view of a situation or challenge and then leverage the right elements in order to improve the situation or resolve the problem. However, systems thinking is more than figuring out the next move. It’s the ability to weigh the effects a move will have on other parts of a system. This is what world-class chess players are able to do. They can recall boards from previous matches and make decisions based on those experiences and can visualize what a board and its pieces look like even without access to a physical one. What’s more, they are able to recognize patterns, weigh possibilities, and project several moves ahead in the game before making a final decision. In other words, a skilled chess player knows that the thirty-two pieces on the board are not separate entities but rather networks that act on one another. The successful player is the one who orchestrates the pieces’ distinct qualities into a coherent whole. While Nancy saw her first-year classroom as consisting of separate pieces, her mentors saw a unified system.

Systems thinkers, whether they are teachers, students, or formal leaders, engage in habits of viewing situations, problems, and events. They also (Waters Foundation, 2010):

•  Seek to understand the big picture

•  Recognize that a system’s structure generates its behavior

•  Observe how elements within systems change over time, generating patterns and trends

•  Identify the circular nature of complex cause-and-effect relationships

•  Recognize the impact of time delays when exploring cause-and-effect relationships

•  Change perspectives to increase understanding

•  Surface and test assumptions

•  Consider an issue fully, resisting the urge to come to a quick conclusion

•  Consider how mental models affect current reality and the future

•  Use their understanding of system structure to identify possible leverage actions

•  Consider both short- and long-term consequences of actions

•  Find where unintended consequences emerge

•  Check results and change actions as needed

These habits of systems thinking interact with the elements of teaching. Like chess pieces on a board, these elements have distinct qualities, but we believe that a short-coming in traditional views of classrooms lies in an emphasis on breaking down elements into finite components and sacrificing how the components fit into the whole. While there is value in examining one part in detail, considering the network of interactions helps us reach new understandings.

The Unstoppable Learning Model

As we are in the business of learning, we have developed the Unstoppable Learning model to help all educators bring together the four principles of systems thinking to meet the expectations of society, our students, and ourselves. As stated previously, every system comprises elements that influence one another to create an outcome, good or bad. At the heart of Unstoppable Learning are seven elements of teaching and learning.

1.  Planning

2.  Launching

3.  Consolidating

4.  Assessing

5.  Adapting

6.  Managing

7.  Leading

As you work within a network, you cannot leave out one aspect. For example, it’s hard to address rigorous standards without a plan. It’s equally hard to ensure that students develop mastery if we don’t assess them. We see these seven elements as pieces of a systems thinking classroom (figure I.1, page 7). We can focus on various aspects, always understanding that each one impacts all the others.

Planning Learning

Educators who seek the big picture of the learning to come develop systems thinking classrooms. They intentionally look for ways to increase their understanding of students by adopting methods to view them from multiple perspectives. The teacher sets the stage for learning by creating an environment in which students thrive. In order to do this, the teacher must know about his or her students as people and as learners. This involves building relationships with them, capitalizing on their experiences, understanding their existing knowledge, and linking content to their values, beliefs, and cultural perspectives. These practices collectively allow the teacher to engage learners through relevance. But this alone is insufficient if the teacher doesn’t deeply understand the standards and expectations for students. Both knowledge of the content to be taught and concomitant sequencing of concepts and skills are necessary for student success.

Teachers build the classroom to develop students’ competence and confidence. This includes a wide range of inputs and processes, such as teacher modeling, collaborative and cooperative learning experiences, and independent tasks. Teachers can’t just lecture at students day after day. Instead, they must plan to intentionally vary the instructional arrangements to promote interaction with the teacher, with the content, and of students with one another. In other words, communication and dialogue lie at the heart of learning.
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Figure I.1: Components of Unstoppable Learning.



Students expect the learning environment to be predictable. They want to know the routines and procedures for a given classroom. They like predictability, just like all of us do in our workplaces. Can you imagine showing up to work with different rules and guidelines each day? One day, you have to submit a paper request to have something copied. Another day, you have to ask the office clerk for permission. Another day, you are required to make your own copies. Another day, you have to submit the request electronically. You get the drift. Can’t you just picture yourself saying, “Just tell me the procedure, and I’ll do it!” It’s frustrating when things change all the time, but that happens in too many classrooms. That’s not to say that a surprise every once in a while is always a bad thing. Good surprises, sprinkled into the routines, can create some energy and enthusiasm for students, but changing things too often is frustrating. Effective teachers establish a series of routines and procedures (Wong & Wong, 2009). This can be as simple as establishing a consistent place for students to submit work. Or it could be the guidelines students use to collaborate with their peers. Beyond the individual classroom, there is some synergy when school becomes more predicable across grades and classes. Of course, teachers will still be individuals who balance both the art and science of teaching. But some things, like how to ask for help, can be consistent. When this happens, students spend less time focused on how they are being taught and more time on what they are being taught.

Finally, teachers must determine how to interweave formative and summative assessment experiences throughout each lesson and unit. The best formative assessment practices emanate from a deep understanding of students’ misconceptions and partial understandings that stall learning. Equally important are the summative assessments teachers design to gauge mastery. Without a clear vision of what competence looks like, the teacher is not able to design effective learning. The idea of beginning with the end in mind is not a new one (Stephen Covey, Heidi Hayes Jacobs, Grant Wiggins, and Jay McTighe immediately come to mind). Teachers require a firm grasp of the goals and outcomes of learning in order to shape the sequence of occurrences necessary to reach the destination.

Launching Learning

While planning learning is a teacher-based phenomenon, launching learning marks the entry point for students. Students arrive in our classrooms with a host of experiences and background knowledge, and these have a direct influence on their learning. In other words, they possess a schema about what their teachers will be teaching, as well as how they will teach it, and these existing schemata may or may not dovetail with the content we are teaching. In fact, students are likely to possess any number of misconceptions about a concept that can derail your teaching efforts. Systems thinking teachers anticipate these misconceptions and errors, understanding that learners need opportunities to surface and test the assumptions they bring with them. Doug likes to tell students that if he isn’t provoking errors and causing them to rethink their ideas, then he isn’t doing his job.

Using clearly stated purposes for learning also influences these internal conceptual organizational patterns. These purposes—some call them learning targets, learning intentions, or objectives—alert students to the teacher’s content, language, and social intentions for the lesson. Internally, these can operate in much the same way that a global positioning system (GPS) does for someone who is driving a car, especially in their ability to offer midcourse corrections. Externally, they serve as a means for the teacher to gauge progress formatively.

We talk about purposes for learning because we believe the term more fully describes an essential element of learning: relevancy. The literature on attention, motivation, and interest as influencing factors in learning is extensive, and students report relevance in particular as a vital contributor to their learning (Kember, Ho, & Hong, 2008). Simply stated, when teachers put content into context so students can readily see its applicability, learners are more able to retain information. We aren’t speaking of linking this to goals that are far in the future (we once had a fourth grader ask if the lesson would help him get advanced placement classes in high school). Students have a right to know how they will use the information more immediately, as when a mathematics teacher explains that knowing how to convert percentages and decimals makes it possible to accurately gauge a series of sale prices of items they’ll be determining later in the lesson.

Teachers operationalize these purposes for learning through offering students several practices that provide further context. We don’t want students to experience learning only as a string of lessons. Rather, we want them to be able to see how the daily purpose for learning fits into the overarching goals for the unit. Systems thinking teachers use essential questions and themes to foster inquiry and interest so that students understand the big picture and have an opportunity to change their perspectives. Regardless of the content we teach, we recognize that disciplines are not a collection of loosely related facts but instead are bodies of knowledge that possess unique mental models, ways of organizing information, and methods for thinking critically and solving problems. As systems thinkers themselves, students look for patterns and trends that they can apply to future learning. We further activate students’ learning by helping them weigh what it is they already know against the larger goals or outcomes for the unit through the use of anticipatory activities, such as demonstrations, discrepant events, visual displays, and thought-provoking questions. Teachers introduce new information in the form of concepts and skills to students so they can witness the teachers’ expert thinking. These practices include direct explanations, teacher modeling and think-alouds, and worked examples. Taken together, the statements of purpose, essential questions and themes, anticipatory activities, and explicit instruction prime student learning for the application and critical thinking that will soon follow.

Consolidating Learning

A major feature of any learning event for a student or an adult is the opportunity to consolidate information in order to formalize knowledge. All learning is ultimately social in nature, and as learners, we need others to help us process our thinking. Students need copious amounts of peer learning time engaged in meaningful tasks (Donovan & Bransford, 2005). Interacting with others allows students to surface and test their assumptions and be challenged in their thinking. In our own classrooms, we have a daily goal of devoting 50 percent of our instructional minutes to peer-to-peer learning. It’s a goal, of course, and one that we don’t meet every day. However, mathematics educator Tim Kanold puts us to shame. He says that students should be spending 65 percent of their classroom minutes working with peers in order to meet expectations about mathematical thinking.

Many of us have discovered that we weren’t aware of our own knowledge and opinions until we engaged in a discussion about the topic with someone else. Conversations have a way of doing that. As we field questions, listen to the perspectives of others, work together to resolve problems, and at times disagree with others, the experience in turn shapes our own knowledge. Students who grapple with a shared task, one that is not easily solved, have the opportunity to merge what they already know with new information. Properly guided, they solidify their practices and identify gaps in their knowledge or skills that will require further action.

Collaborative learning arrangements prepare students to demonstrate independence in their learning. By that, we don’t mean solitary activities but rather self-directed ones. There’s a tremendous amount of self-regulation necessary to be more independent, and interactions with their peers provide students with the feedback they need to do so. As students master shorter collaborative learning events, they steadily build their skills and stamina for engaging in inquiry- and project-based learning with peers. Think of any major project you’ve performed in your professional life. It probably was accomplished as a group, with each individual at times locating, collecting, and developing information for the group’s use. That’s independent learning—the ability to work collectively and individually to meet a goal.

Watching students actively engaged in collaborative and independent learning provides the teacher with a window to see how students interpret the content. In many cases, teachers know what to expect and what to look for. Wise teachers take what they observe into consideration and ask themselves how this squares with what they expected. They look for the unexpected and note where gaps still exist. These opportunities for student consolidation of knowledge feed directly into formative and summative assessment systems.

Assessing Learning

Assessment allows teachers to close the gap between teaching and learning. The only way to determine if students have learned what you’ve taught is to assess them. There are a number of tools to assess students’ learning, ranging from simply asking them a question to reviewing their work products. But assessing learning is more than measuring. Assessing learning requires collecting data and also acting on those data. Systems thinking teachers use assessments as a way to check results and change actions as needed. We’ll talk more about acting on the data in the section that follows, Adapting Learning. For now, we’ll focus on assessing learning in terms of data collection.

As we noted in our discussion of planning learning, good planning includes having ideas about the outcomes of the lessons. In other words, teachers should know, from the outset of the unit or lesson, what they expect students to learn and how they will assess or measure that learning. They then enact these plans and routinely collect data. It does very little good to wait to assess until the end of the three-week unit. Assessing earlier allows teachers to make adjustments to their teaching. Perhaps students are ready to move on faster than was originally planned, or maybe they are not. By assessing student learning throughout, the teacher can determine if, when, and with whom reteaching might be necessary.

Assessments can be formal or informal and summative or formative. Table I.1 contains some examples of each of these. For instance, a teacher might join students as they work collaboratively in a group, listening for misconceptions and errors. The teacher might use the informal assessment formatively when he or she plans the next whole-class lesson. See, it’s all linked together as part of a system.

Table I.1: Examples of Different Assessment Types


	 

	Formal

	Informal


	Formative

	Analytic writing inventory: Group students for instruction, such as for voice, tone, or organization.

Validated skills inventory: Assign online practice work to individual students.

	Check-in: Listen to a group of students, and then provide a prompt based on the errors identified.

Written exit slips: Plan future instruction of misunderstood concepts.


	Summative

	End-of-unit exam: Cover the unit’s topic, and calculate a grade.

Group presentation: Use a calibrated rubric to score student demonstration of knowledge.

	Online discussion board postings: Use as part of a participation grade.

Notebook check: Review a sampling of lecture notes, assignments, tasks, and reflections.




It’s important to match the type of assessment with the lesson and then to decide how to use the findings from that assessment. It’s also important to ensure that the data you collect are as valid and reliable as possible. Teachers should consider the soundness of each assessment they use as student learning is at stake every time they make a decision based on data.

Adapting Learning

Collecting assessment information is an important part of the systems thinking classroom, but it is not sufficient. Teachers have to do something with the information they collect. They have to adapt the teaching based on data. That may be as simple as noting a conceptual error and then prompting or cueing students. Or it may be as complex as redesigning lessons that fail to realize the intended learning goals. Acting on the data they collect is a sign of strength, not weakness, in teaching. High-performance learning environments are data driven and student centered. Systems thinking teachers understand the structures of their classroom and use them to leverage actions to achieve desired results.

It’s helpful to remember that students’ responses are perfectly logical to them at the time. These responses reflect their current understanding, and it’s not useful to become frustrated with students who fail to reach the learning target on their first attempt. Instead, these incorrect responses represent an opportunity for growth and learning. It’s what we do after the incorrect response that matters. When students feel ashamed, belittled, or embarrassed because of an incorrect response, they’re not likely to volunteer in the future and are significantly more likely to outsource (cheat on) their assignments (Banfield, Richmond, & McCroskey, 2006). When they copy an assignment from another student, the data you collect are no longer valid. When pleasing the teacher means getting something right the first time, a valuable opportunity for teaching and learning is lost.

As they adapt learning based on assessment data, systems thinking teachers consider the students’ individual needs. There is a wealth of information available about differentiating instruction, focusing on the content, process, or product (Tomlinson, 2014). For example, a teacher may plan a lesson with different texts on the same topic to support a wide range of learners. Another teacher may add manipulatives and multimedia to the lesson to engage more students. Still another teacher may invite students to select from a list of possible projects to demonstrate their understanding.

In addition, teachers can formalize the accommodations and modifications they provide for specific students. Accommodations are changes to the way students access the content, such as large print, audio versions, use of mnemonics, adaptive writing instruments, or preferential seating. For example, a student may use a peer notetaker to ensure that his notes are accurate. In trade, the student may type up the notes for his peer and provide her with an electronic version. Accommodations do not change the curriculum itself but rather the ways in which a student will access that curriculum.

Modifications, on the other hand, are changes to the curriculum itself. Typically reserved for students with special needs, modifications can range from offering a shortened assessment to altering the directions for an assignment. For example, a student’s unit assessment may have two or three choices for each question rather than the five the other students have. In chapter 5, “Adapting Learning” (page 105), we’ll spend more time on accommodations and modifications because they are important aspects of the learning support teachers provide for students.

All of these approaches—scaffolding, differentiating, accommodating, and modifying—depend on the teacher’s understanding of the systems operating in the classroom. Further, systems thinkers leverage these systems to benefit learners. The ability to do this is a mark of a systems thinking educator who is capable of foregrounding the learner’s needs against the classroom backdrop to make decisions so that both profit.

Managing Learning

Systems thinking educators know that the system’s structure generates its behavior. Organization of the physical environment and cultivation of the emotional one translate into spaces where students learn. Systems thinking teachers are also able to consider the short- and long-term consequences of their actions. As well, they actively seek out possible unintended consequences so that they can make corrections. High-quality instruction is of no use if students are out of control, disengaged, or harmful to others. That doesn’t mean that teachers have to exert tremendous control, exercising their power over students. Too often, we’ve seen a minor situation escalate because the teacher’s response to the student made the situation worse. We don’t mean to blame teachers. Well-meaning teachers have been told to get their classrooms “under control” by equally well-meaning principals. Often, this results in power struggles, and some students are willing to do just about anything to win that struggle. Systems thinking teachers understand that instruction and management are interwoven, and damage to one negatively affects the other.

Teachers who effectively manage learning know that relationships are critical to a network. A majority of students behave and engage in learning when there is mutual respect and caring. In fact, the same student may act differently in one grade level or class simply because of the relationships that have been established. We are not suggesting that teachers become friends with students. Adults are not the peers of children and adolescents. Instead, we are stating that strong, caring, and trusting relationships between students and the adults in the building facilitate learning.

Of course, there are times when preventative approaches fail and problematic behavior occurs. As part of a systems thinking classroom, teachers know how to respond to problematic behavior to renormalize the classroom and make learning the focus once again. Effective classroom management is an important part of teachers’ tool-kits. Systems thinking teachers rarely use punitive approaches and see problematic behavior as just one more thing to teach, much like reading, mathematics, fitness, or art appreciation.

Leading Learning

Systems thinkers are leaders who regularly examine situations, problems, and events broadly in order to understand the factors at play and their relationships to one another. Everyone reading this book is a leader. Teachers lead their classrooms and their peers. Students lead their own learning and the learning of their peers. Formal leaders lead schools, districts, counties, provinces, territories, states, and so on. In our hearts, we believe that every school community member needs to think of him- or herself as a leader. As such, we hope that everyone takes the opportunity to read chapter 7, “Leading Learning” (page 153). We’ll discuss the leadership literature and rich examples and ideas that teachers, principals, curriculum directors, and superintendents can use to create optimal learning and working environments.

Leaders, regardless of position or title, set expectations. They do so through personal example but also through the ways they communicate these expectations explicitly to others. We’re not talking about being overbearing but rather about making your expectations for students, colleagues, and others you supervise heard. Too often, others incorrectly interpret our expectations as advice to be taken or not, especially when we add qualifiers such as “Have you thought about … ?” This leaves us feeling frustrated, but that is misdirected. We shouldn’t be frustrated with the individual. We should be frustrated with ourselves for couching our expectations in misleading language. Our colleague Jennifer Abrams has reminded us on more than one occasion to tell the student or adult, “This isn’t a recommendation or a suggestion. It’s an expectation,” so you convey the message properly.

One of the things we have learned from the business literature is being present (Lunden, Paul, & Christensen, 2000). Teachers have to be present, both physically and mentally, in their classrooms. That’s where the action is. Being present means focusing on students, listening to them carefully to uncover misconceptions and errors, and noticing when there are opportunities to build students’ sense of identity and self-efficacy. It means attending professional development events, grade-level meetings, and collaborative planning events. Being present doesn’t mean that you’re simply seated in a chair, looking at your tablet or smartphone. It means being present, both physically and cognitively.

Of course, leading learning is more than creating student leaders and engaging peers in collaborative work. Leadership also involves creating the culture and climate of the school. That’s not just the superintendent or principal’s job. It’s the responsibility of each and every person who works in the building. This requires moving from examining separate components to understanding the whole. That’s the systems thinking approach to classrooms and schools.

This Book as a Resource

This book can be read in a linear, chapter-by-chapter fashion, or a reader can jump to different chapters to sharpen the learning experiences for his or her students. Either way, we believe that each component of the system is important and deserves attention. Therefore, each chapter is devoted to one of the seven elements. Throughout, we’ve also designed fictionalized accounts written from the perspective of teachers and students to illuminate the elements. These scenarios draw from our personal teaching activities and our collective experience working with teachers across grade levels.

Driving Questions

Because systems thinking requires seeing the big picture as a whole rather than only attending to its moving parts, we consider the seven elements of the systems thinking classroom from two stances: that of the learner and that of the teacher.
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