Change in Education, systems change and organizational learning
Today, education is based on a Newtonian world-view: we understand in order to control. That was not the case 150 years ago, when education focused on crop rotation, or whatever relevant. People living in farms didn’t think about controlling nature. They needed to understand the seasons in order to work with them. Today we seek to understand the seasons in order to control them. But the emerging scientific world-view is changing: it says that the fundamental nature of reality is not thing but it is actually relationship. While the former is inspired by the Industrial Age notion of machine, the latter is based on the concept of the living system.
The “system” gives us the idea of rules, regulations and power relationships or, in few words, of something static. Conversely a living system is inherently dynamic: it keeps recreating itself, exactly like a cell in the human body.
Following a notion of machine based on conformity and on the division of labour, in the Industrial Age learning is based on some false assumptions:

1. the deficit model: it is based on the belief that children don’t have what they need, they are not developed, they are not in conformity to what society needs. As a consequence everything must be brought into conformity. By contrast, the alternative model is assuming that children are continually learning, hence the core educational task (you cannot stop learning from occurring) is to assist, not replace, that natural learning process;
2. learning takes place in the head, not in the body: this view is highly cultural, rooted in the European tradition of the “aristocracy” versus “common people”. The truth is that knowledge is about the capacity to do something: it is the musical, kinesthetic, interpersonal, emotional intelligence, as well as the abstract symbolic reasoning, that characterizes development. Genuine intellectual formation is a holistic process;
3. there are smart kids and dumb kids, as opposed to just kids. This is a byproduct of the machine age: it reflects the need to force nature’s infinite variety to conform to a small set of pre-determined categories. It is the opposite notion that all children are born with unique gifts.
The school is still centered on the Industrial Age notion of learning: it is a machine for producing graduates modeled after the icon of the assembly line. The management model breaks the system into pieces, creates specialists, lets everybody do their piece and assume that someone else make sure that the whole works. The teacher is the local manager and supervisor: the kid’s job is to gain his/her approval. The teacher has the power to define, not the kid. This is increasingly anachronistic in an era where what matters is lifelong learning: the cornerstone of lifelong learning is indeed the capacity for rigorous self-assessment, knowing how well one is doing.
Fragmented specialization, the assumption that knowledge arises in separate categories, is a logical consequence. The fact that life presents itself as a whole, that challenging problems are challenging because they have many interdependent facets, remain invisible to the fragmented academic theory of knowledge.
The last consequence of the Industrial Age notion of learning is what philosophers call naïve realism. Teachers do not teach as if they are communicating subjective views or interpretations of what happened. They teach as if they are communicating facts. Conversely, according to the Santiago Theory of Cognition no human being ever produces a definitive statement about reality. It is not biologically possible. The institution of school reifies the view that children are deficient by establishing a caste of experts who have the answer, teachers. On the contrary the most interesting teachers, those who really touch students, are the ones who inspire curiosity and passion: they do not give the answers but suggest inputs for thought.

Knowledge of the deficiencies of our education system and of our education culture helps us understand the limits of the current creativity and innovation strategies: organizations willing to increase their competitive advantage in order to respond more rapidly to the economic change need to detect and correct their errors and put in place a process for improving actions through better knowledge and understanding. This can be done through different tools that can be grouped under the concept of organizational learning. Dodgson describes organizational learning as “the way firms build, supplement and organize knowledge and routines around their activities and within their cultures and adapt and develop organizational efficiency by improving the use of the broad skills of their workforces”
. Huber states that learning occurs in an organization “if through its processing of information, the range of its [organization’s] potential behaviors is changed”
. Both the definitions imply a flexible and autonomous workforce, able to “learn” and change its behavior not only passively but pro-actively. This is perfectly consistent with the concept of lifelong-learning where, regardless of what people learn in school, to be successful in life people will need to keep learning throughout their lives. Therefore we could go back for a moment and ask ourselves: “what […] happens to people whose primary skill is pleasing a teacher, who then go to work and then become preoccupied with pleasing a boss? Are they good lifelong learners?”
 Will they be successful in making their organization a learning organization?
The management of Shell Oil came to define organizational learning as the process through which management teams change the mental models of their company, its markets, and its competitors. At Shell the management team is broadly defined, not limited to the executive committee. This allows for a focus on the evolution of the mental models that are incorporated in the minds and behaviors of people who need one another to take effective action.
One tool Shell uses is scenario planning, a process that creates hypothetical alternative futures. Only at a second stage they found the connection between scenario planning and organizational learning: they realized that the real purpose of planning is to alter the mental models of managers, not to present scenarios. A strategic focus was the best way to enable their management teams to perceive changes in their environment, make sense of those changes, and modify, adapt, and evolve their plans. In other words, managers have to become paradigm-busters, but before they can change them they have to recognize them.
According to this view, the problem-solving orientation can be a great source of limitation, to the extent that it is a fundamentally reactive strategy. When executives are trying to solve a problem they focus their efforts on defining it and this often reinforces the problem’s existence. Moreover, the problem-solving mindset tends to produce episodes of abrupt change, rather than continuous, proactive, evolutionary change.
Therefore learning should be recognized to be based not only on adaptation but on intrinsic motivation: we excel at learning things because we want to learn them. Real learning involves the development of capability and capacity to do what one aspires to do. However, that is almost the antithesis of the perception of learning that pervades our “educational” process.
A great philosophy about mental models, coupled with methods and tools like scenario planning, can get people thinking about changes and doing things differently.

The first step to challenge mental models and go beyond a narrow problem-solving approach is to look at a problem more comprehensively by rethinking how we deal with complexity. A problem should not be addressed as an isolated variable but should be considered as a part of a complex system made of relationships rather then fixed objects. Sometimes people are very successful in dealing with complexity and this does not always happen in a self-conscious, rational way. People who succeed in handling complexity are working in an intuitive domain we do not even consider in our educational theories. Simply accepting the complexity is a major step toward developing that intuitive sense. The implications are that everything is interconnected and that you can never fully understand a system or figure it out. Indeed, if you look into any system and analyze the relationships between members, you will find infinite complexity.
When people recognize that systems are infinitely complex, they must accept that nobody ever has the “best” solution to a given problem: no matter how smart and successful you are, a fundamental uncertainty will always be present in your life. This usually creates enthusiasm for experimentation: if you are never going to get the answer, all you can do is experiment.
In systems thinking from any element in a situation (or “variable”) you can trace arrows (“links”) that represent influence on another element. These, in turn, reveal cycles that repeat themselves, time after time, making situations better or worse. But links never exist in isolation. They always comprise a circle of causality, a feedback “loop”, in which every element is both “cause” and “effect” influenced by some, and influencing others, so that every one of its effects, sooner or later, comes back to roost.
There are basically two building blocks of all systems representations: reinforcing and balancing loops. Reinforcing loops generate exponential growth: a small change builds on itself. They constitute a virtuous cycle. High birth rates lead to higher birth rates; industrial growth begets more industrial growth.
A reinforcing loop, by definition, is incomplete. You never have a vicious or virtuous cycle by itself. Somewhere, sometime, it will run up against at least one balancing mechanism that limits it. The limit may not appear in our lifetime, but you can assume it will appear. Most of the time, there are multiple limits.

Balancing processes generate the forces of resistance, which eventually limit growth. But they are also the mechanisms, found in nature and all systems, that fix problems, maintain stability, and achieve equilibrium. Despite the frustration they often generate, balancing loops aren’t innately bad: they ensure, for example, that there is usually some way to stop a runaway vicious spiral.
Balancing processes are always bound to a target; whenever current reality does not match the balancing loop’s target, the result gap generates a pressure that the system cannot ignore and it will do everything in its power to return to the “balanced” state. Until you recognize the gap, and identify the goal or constraint that drives it, you will not understand the behavior of the balancing loop.

Delays occur often in both reinforcing and balancing loops. These are points where the link (the chain of influence) takes a particular long time to play out. Delay can have enormous influence in a system, frequently accentuating the impact of other forces. This happens because delays are subtle: usually taken for granted, often ignored altogether, always under-estimated. In reinforcing loops, delays can shake our confidence, because growth does not come as quickly as expected
.

Having described how systems work, we can now ask ourselves how systems change happens. The Independent Living Research Utilization (ILRU), a Houston-based organization that supports community independence for people with disabilities, asked representatives of different state and federal-funded projects to reflect on their experiences and share lessons about systems change. They have built on 4 main assumptions:
· description of formal systems based mainly on hierarchies and regulations may overlook the powerful roles that individuals and informal relationships play within these systems;

· any discussion of systems change should distinguish between “whole system” changes and changes focused on a single component of the system. Changes at both levels can be substantial and beneficial;
· systems are composed of both rational and non-rational elements. In real life, intentions and logic compete with non-rational factors such as vested interests, attitudes, habits, and experience. As a result, real change processes are complex, nuanced, and not entirely predictable;

· real change requires both a vision of what might be possible and needed, and people willing to do the difficult work of bringing these visions into reality.

The practitioners involved in the survey identified what they consider to be 4 key components of meaningful systems change:
1. leadership at all levels;

2. inclusion of stakeholders;

3. equalization of knowledge;

4. sustainability.

1. Different types of leaders are needed (such as bureaucratic, technical and advocacy leaders) and leadership must occur at all organizational levels. No single leader can embody all the knowledge and skills needed for systems change in a single package. Leaders through different institutions should forge alliances built on mutual trust; they should have practical operational skills as well as vision. It is critical that systems change leaders operate in a non-partisan way as much as possible, so that turnover in state administration does not affect the process.
Leadership recruitment and development are essential activities: the more groups provide all their leaders with opportunities to develop their skills, the more chances for success increase. Therefore systems change advocates should capitalize on potential leaders already available within the agencies and organizations that may implement home and community-based services. Executives of state agencies and community organizations should offer leadership training programs (or enrich existing programs) that incorporate constituent involvement and consumer direction. The training programs should include notions on how to build shared vision based on the identification of common values and standards and how to involve the “right” constituencies and people, determining the desired background, skills and qualities of those from the community who should play leadership roles and work in partnership with them. Leaders should pool energies, resources and constituencies in order to create a shared understanding and establish and implement a common agenda.
2. Including diverse stakeholders makes it easier to reach consensus and develop vision, key processes for solidifying disparate elements into functional alliances. The involvement of diverse participants allows people to test and modify positions in front of the group, so that the questions of many people are answered, rather than those of just a few. Moreover, the shared consensus and vision generated by these groups also reduces the risk of losing momentum when leaders leave.
Once stakeholders are identified and included in systems change discussions, they must be involved in the change process in authentic, substantive ways. 

Social networking is a good way to encourage people to voice their opinions. Networking and solidarity can help people in many ways: learning about resources, hearing other perspectives, drawing strength in numbers, validating arguments and getting clearer information about what works and what does not, being able to sound people out, creating pathways for joint action. An investment in such networking can help create a “base” for change through the making of a unified and mutually supportive constituency.
Once social networks are formed, the next step in innovation is to provide a forum where stakeholders can describe the groundbreaking changes they need. In this respect leaders must attend group dynamics and make sure the group do not loose focus by coordinating the work (who is supposed to do what).

3. People in these networks will bring disparate levels of knowledge and understanding of issues to the table. This situation offers an opportunity for conveners to practice articulating the questions and issues more clearly. Relations among network members are strengthen when participants are allowed to name their issues and discuss them extensively and, at the same time, constituents educate the conveners about their own wishes and experiences. State agencies should do more to equalize knowledge if they really want to empower consumers and families.

When people are well informed, they can better participate in public issues because they know what is at stake. Once they understand and master background facts, they can then analyze the information and apply it. Clear analyses of the issues can go a long way to demystify systems, claims and slogans that have heretofore been baffling or impenetrable. Indeed much of what we call “change” involves shifts in beliefs, attitudes and even deeper values, because these are usually very significant in motivating people to take collective action.
Many people have correctly noted that “vision building” is a key component of the change process. Such vision only takes hold in people when they are exposed to examples that help them revise their sense of what is both good and desirable. One way to achieve this is by bringing stakeholders into contact with other people, examples, and activities that exemplify excellence and help others to expand their vision.
4. Effective and enduring systems change has to overcome the barriers to its sustainability. This requires a change in culture within the state system that allows leaders to think and act outside the confines of their own institutions. Operating in “silos”, such as single-project or single-agency, can be a serious barrier to systems change in general and the capacity to sustain that change.
Sometimes it is helpful to parcel out some energies and time to pay homage to hardworking persons and groups. Simply being thanked can go a long way to helping people endure.

Achieving any major shift in public perception always involves a consistent, clear, and credible message put forward through the media. More importantly, however, the message must be relevant to the listener. A relationship built over time with the newspapers, television and radio stations can reap huge rewards in raising the consciousness of the public to the next level, giving immeasurable support to an agency seeking passage of new laws or new funding.
Change advocates need concrete evidence that new service approaches enhance lives and are more cost-effective (or at least cost-neutral). Without such data, it may be extremely difficult to persuade legislatures and federal funding agencies to change laws and policies or to better fund certain services. In order to collect the right data, leaders must establish a data collection process at the beginning of a project.

Finally, and clearly, there is the need for continued funding for those services that prove to be effective and satisfactory for service recipients
.
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