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Executive Summary
Over the last four years, a large network of Californian educators,
administrators and researchers have dedicated themselves to
Compassionate Systems Leadership, a learning journey of professional
growth and institutional healing, grounded in attention to personal
wellbeing, organizational learning, and systems thinking. Over 1,000
educators and practitioners across the State have been introduced to
and, in some cases, co-designed compassionate systems tools and
practices through professional development workshops, trainings and
coaching with the Center for Systems Awareness, a nonprofit that
supports communities in fostering systemic well-being at all levels,
from the individual to larger communities, institutions and ecologies.
As educators across California began integrating these leadership tools
in their daily practices, many began to observe real changes in their
workplace relationships and culture, as they developed new capacities
for wrestling with the tensions and paradoxes that come with confronting
real systems change. Their work became more collaborative and trusting,
resulting in better programs and improved quality of opportunities for
students—including those from our most vulnerable communities—as a
result.
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Introduction
Education has never been more important
than in this moment. Facing the deep and
lasting pain of a global pandemic, systemic
racial violence and injustice against black
lives, political polarization, and troubling
signs of climate disaster, now is a time
when great learning is needed. We need
to learn new ways of relating to ourselves,
one another, our institutions, and our
global home. The challenges we face are
so daunting, so beyond any one of our
individual efforts, yet, as the historic voter
registration efforts of this year suggest, we
each count, our actions matter, and ever
more so in our collective coming together.
The systemic challenges of our time beg
systemic responses—the kind of strategic
and often intuitive approaches that come
only out of deep collaboration, attuned
awareness, and personal and collective
alignment. This has been the orientation of
a growing community of education leaders
in California—from state administrators to
community leaders, after school educators
to classroom teachers, all leaders because
of their brave willingness to look at and
unpack what no longer serves, to build new
relationships and structures, and, in short,
to show up differently in order to better
impact the learners they serve. These
educators, individually and institutionally,
have embraced a new approach so needed
in these times: compassionate systems
leadership.

We are all looking for systems change
in education. We recognize, now more
poignantly than ever, that our current
education systems are not serving all
children well or equally. High dropout rates,
discrimination and bias in the classroom,
poor and uneven academic outcomes,
and low student, educator and parent
engagement. We must do more.
To tackle this challenge, educators
have been turning to new approaches
and tools, like continous improvement
frameworks and implementation science,
to address the complex and interconnected
dynamics of bringing about observable
and sustainable change. Yet, as Chief
Deputy Superintendent for the California
Department of Education Stephanie
Gregson admits such frameworks can only
take us so far:

“Approaches like improvement
science and implementation
science offer great tools, but we
need relationships to get to the
courageous coversations to use
those tools. We are at a pivotal
moment in time. To really impact
student outcomes, we have to
have trust and relationships with
each other in order to serve the 6.2
million kids in California.”
—Stephanie Gregson
Chief Deputy Superintendent,
California Department of Education
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We need practices and tools for building
the trust and relationships for dealing
with such complexity, for approaching the
“courageous conversations” needed to
address what is not working and what no
longer serves within ourselves, our work
and our institutions. We need to cultivate
our ability to notice, attend to, and thrive
amidst the social and emotional dynamics
of the complex systems we are a part of—
from the family system to the classroom,
from schools to departments of education.

The Compassionate Systems Framework,
developed by the Center for Systems
Awareness out of decades of research in
social emotional learning, organizational
learning, and systems change, offers us
perspectives and practices for addressing
the roles we each play in co-creating
the structures, systems, and institutions
around us.

“Systems change is not
simply a problem ‘out there,’
but is, rather, deeply personal,
requiring change within
each of us.” —Peter Senge

Co-Founder,
Center for Systems Awareness
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There is a central paradox in educational
change. To be meaningful, deep change
in education has to be global, at a scale
commensurate with the reach and impact of
the education system. Yet, education itself is
very local—grounded in real educators, kids and
families coming together in local communities. It
is how we show up individually and together—in
the classroom, at the job, on the conference
call, in the diverse administrative bureaucracies
that govern education systems—that ultimately
determines how our educational organizations
and institutions operate.
Over four years ago, a dozen or so leaders in a
large network of California state entities and

At the most human level, we are all
wrestling with the emotional tolls
of stress and anxiety—even as our
experiences are shaped by very
different experiences across race,
gender, sexuality, nationality or class.
Educators come to the profession
wanting to make a difference. What
gets in the way, however, is the
everyday challenges we all face: ego,
toxic relationships, discrimination
and bias, stagnant bureaucracies,
inefficiency and waste. These are the
challenges in the education system that
we do not often talk about, whether out
of fear, shame or resignation.

We must delve beneath the stormy waters and peer
deeper below the iceberg of such toxic events. There,
we might discover a shared language for understanding
ourselves and one another, building the foundations for
the trust and relationships necessary for our collective
work of systemic change.

programs called the System of Support for
Expanded Learning (SSEL)—a regional system
of support consisting of California Department
of Education (CDE) staff, designated County
Leads/Staff (County Offices of Education
[COEs]) and contracted providers from diverse
out-of-school learning programs—embarked on
a transformative journey of professional growth
and institutional healing, grounded in attention
to personal wellbeing, organizational learning,
and systems thinking, and rooted in a shared
vision for greater quality and equity in education.

Through coaching and workshops led
by the Center for Systems Awareness,
and supported and nurtured by the
Stuart Foundation, almost two hundred
educators and practitioners across
the State have begun to emerge as
Compassionate Systems leaders,
tackling these tough issues personally
and professionally by working with a
set of leadership tools and practices
that we refer to as the Compassionate
Systems Framework.
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After incorporating these tools and
practices (highlighted throughout this
report), these educators have improved
their ability to self-reflect, communicate
and collaborate, build fruitful and healthy
relationships with their colleagues, and
approach the challenges and opportunities
they face with a systems orientation. We
are seeing once burnt-out educators
flourishing in their work and vibrant
collaboration replacing siloes of distrust
and fear, spreading new hope for positive
and sustaining change in an education
ecosystem that has long needed a breath
of fresh air.

The impact of the global pandemic and
the deep rooted traumas of racial violence
and injustice place enormous burdens
on the educators and children in our
education systems. “Now, more than ever,”
as Gregson poignantly reflected, “we must
ask ourselves: how do we best support the
6.2 million children we serve in California,
or the 50.8 million nationwide, especially
those most vulnerable in our current
inequitable systems?”

We use the Iceberg metaphor
to gain a better understanding
of the underlying health of
a system. The Iceberg is a
systems thinking and systems
sensing tool that helps us
appreciate the co-existence of
the cognitive or “thinking” parts
of a system, the structures and
artifacts that shape it, as well
as the feelings and emotions
within that system.

K-12 education had been under stress even
before the global pandemic upturned the
daily operations of education into complex
configurations of remote, hybrid and onsite learning, all undergrid by uncertainty
with the ongoing public health crisis.
National and state reports present troubling
data on high teacher attrition rates, toxic
stress in the profession, compounded by
overall teacher shortages, that put our very
education system at risk.

The Center for Systems Awareness
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“How do we foster deep systems change? How do we create the
generative conditions for equity in education? How do we ensure
everyone in the education system—young and old, students and
educators—thrives? What is the nurturing soil that is needed to grow
a fertile field in education? These questions propel us forward, and
Compassionate Systems leadership opens up a path to what we are
seeking.” 		
—Michael Funk
Director, Expanded Learning Division
California Department of Education

Stories are how we build community, how
we learn about each other, how we orient to
one another’s culture and values. Telling our
stories establishes a shared language, one that
helps build bridges between educators and
policy makers, researchers and practitioners,
students and teachers. In this report, we hope
to give voice to the human stories behind the
systems change unfolding in California. These
stories were gathered through interviews,
observations of state-led workshops, and
drawn from documented accounts of this
work, including the Stanford Center for
Opportunity Policy Education’s 2019 report A
Humanistic Approach to Scaling Up. Ultimately,
we hope that these stories of educators,
practitioners, and the young people of the
California education ecosystem foster deeper
understanding of the complex changes they
are shepherding, and inspire others on this
journey.
Strategies for education change are inevitably
grounded in hope. How we educate young
people affects outcomes we will only see
decades in the future, just as our failures to
do so well have sown the seeds of the societal
dysfunctions we are living through today.
Gordon Brown, the former dean of the MIT
School of Engineering famous for pioneering
science-based engineering education in the
1930s, used to say, “To be a teacher is to be a
prophet—for you are not educating students
for today, but for a future you can barely
imagine.”

What we model in the classroom today
shapes how those children will later
show up as adults in their workplaces
and communities. As Chief Deputy
Superintendent Gregson puts it, “Kids
watch adult dynamics. We need to be role
models of honest, trusting relationships.”
We are inspired by our colleagues across
the State of California who have shown
a tremendous level of dedication and
thoughtfulness in putting forth a new
model for those children.
They have chosen change over stasis
by acknowledging and addressing
the dysfunctions, the breakdowns in
communication, the relationships gone
sour that have gotten in the way of their
ultimate goal: the education of young
people. We believe the skills embodied
in compassionate systems leadership—
systems thinking, compassion, mindful
attention, and generative relationship—
are essential to the education and
development of the whole child, nurturing
critical and compassionate systems
thinkers who can help shape a different
future.
By braving the vulnerability to honestly
and openly reflect and share, these
women and men are building a new
aspiration in its place—a flourishing
education system, where both the
children and adults within it thrive.

The Center for Systems Awareness
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“Inviting someone into a dirty house”

Braving the Call for Change
The California Department of Education (CDE) is the largest and one of the most diverse
educational systems in the United States, tasked with an ambitious effort to serve millions of
learners across their lifespan and connect diverse stakeholders, from school districts to formal
and informal learning programs, to accountability offices across a vast geographic region.
Within California, the CDE Expanded
Learning Division (EXLD) administers
state and federal programs that serve
over 900,000 children after school—
with a large majority of at-risk students
in urban, suburban and rural areas
from a diversity of ethnic and linguistic
backgrounds, who critically depend on
these programs for both academic and
social-emotional development. The
CDE-EXLD works with 16 county offices
of education across the state’s regional
system. Using this regional network, the
EXLD provides grant funding of over
three-quarters of a billion dollars as well
as program support to thousands of
after school programs for children and
young adults. This complex network
exists to serve an important mission: that
of preparing young people for college,
career, and life through year-round
learning opportunities.
But, inevitably, with so many entities in
such a large system, there is “structural
messiness,” as one EXLD employee
describes it. Designed to provide
funding, programmatic support, and
oversight to the state’s vast network of
after school programs, the Expanded
Learning Division created the System of
Support for Expanded Learning (SSEL)
as a mechanisms of connecting EXLD

The 11 CA regions with counties as shared by the CA County
Superintendents Educational Services Association (CCSESA).
Source: CCSESA

staff, county office staff, state-wide technical
assistance partners, and grantees through
regular statewide meetings and calls. Such
SSEL meetings were designed to break down
the silos between each of these entities, and
find productive spaces of collaboration and
resource sharing.

The Center for Systems Awareness
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Yet, while the statewide meetings were
designed to bring stakeholders together to
collaborate, the atmosphere felt forced. “It
was just something we have to do as part
of our technical assistance system. It was
very guarded, contentious,” reflected one
state employee. “People dreaded going to
these statewide meetings—whether it be in
person or on the phone, virtually, or webinar.
People just didn’t want to meet.”
As one CDE representative recalled,
“There were warnings—if you are a CDE
person presenting at this meeting, be
prepared to be grilled up there.’” Another
state employee remarked, “There was no
relationship at all. It was surface level, but
no real relationship. And it took a lot of
emotions out of people where they felt they
had to protect themselves.” Instead of the
collaborative relationships that the System
of Support aspired to foster, many felt the
atmosphere was competitive and closed.
Education can be seen as a fear-driven
institution—fear of a low test score or poor
grade, fear of falling behind, fear of proving
efficacy, fear of teachers not being able to
serve every child. These mental models
especially show up in systems designed
around measures of compliance.

There was an “amount of fear in the system”
before they began this work, particularly
within the county offices who felt their
performance was continuously monitored by
CDE staff. Many grantees at the county level
encountered their state colleagues only in
response to compliance concerns, triggered
by poor performance indicators, measured
through opaque accountability systems
and dashboards. This “bad man syndrome,”
as one stakeholder describes, focused on
catching bad performance and creating
rules in response, with little attention to the
underlying systems dynamics, inequities
or issues that might more fundamentally
address the problem. Some county offices
or grantees had no meaningful connection
to the newly established statewide K-12
System of Support, a major accountability
and continuous improvement mechanism
within California, unless they had been
targeted for differentiated assistance
triggered by dashboard performance
indicators. Because of these guarded
and siloed relationships, some grantees
did not know or recognize the support
opportunities that were available to improve
their programs, with state staff ready to
provide coaching and assistance. As one
state administrator remarks, “vulnerability
was needed to admit that,” but with such a
climate, “such conversations were not taking
place.”

“They had to guard what they were doing
regionally. We had to guard what we were
doing at the state level. There was a feeling
of being on our toes at all times. It was a
little intense.”
—Expanded Learning Division staff

The Center for Systems Awareness
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“When you invite guests into your home
you might notice areas where you could
be tidier. You see things that you were
blind to. Doing this work, at first, was like
inviting someone into a dirty house.”
—Michael Funk
Director, Expanded Learning Division
California Department of Education

Some of the frustration came from
educators who saw disconnects between
the State’s aspirations and reality on the
ground, such as “blind faith in researchbased policies like required minutes
of reading instruction, but little history
of implementation” or support to help
education providers meaningfully and
effectively deliver on such expectations.
As one stakeholder emotionally recalled,
the “story of this fear hangs over us.”
There was increasing pressure for
stakeholders to meet more often, a reaction
to the rising recognition of the gaps and
missed opportunities within a siloed and
dysfunctional system. But Michael Funk,
Director of the Expanded Learning Division,
saw that the shift needed was not just in
meeting more, but in how they met.
Around that time, Funk attended a systems
leadership workshop sponsored by the
Stuart Foundation, designed in the words
of President Sophie Fanelli “to invite their
grantees outside of the ‘tyranny of the
urgent’ and into a space of reflection and
greater empathy for the education system”
of which they were a part. This approach,
inspired by an executive leadership
workshop led by Peter Senge with the then
Society for Organizational Learning (now
Center for Systems Awareness), the Stuart
Foundation began investing in this catalytic

new approach to leadership development,
bringing people together to learn with one
another with greater bravery and vulnerability.
For Funk, the workshop held in Aptos,
California was a “deeply transformative
four days at the right time, right moment,
in our expanding learning system.” There,
he and the fellow participants learned
tools and practices for personal mastery
and compassion, systems sensing (paying
attention to the interpersonal emotions and
behaviors within complex social settings), and
systems thinking (unpacking that complexity
to surface the underlying patterns of thought
and behavior that influence a given situation
or dynamic). Such tools, as described
throughout this report, provided Funk a new
language for understanding the tense and
toxic dynamics at play in his workplace and in
the wider education system. Leaving Aptos,
he felt inspired and empowered to make a
change.
In his role as Director of the Expanded
Learning Division, Funk was charged with
developing a tiered data-driven approach
to identify schools and grantees that
needed differentiated assistance. But after
Aptos, his perspective to this challenge
shifted profoundly. To be successful in that
approach, he first saw a needed shift in how
he and his staff approached that work,

The Center for Systems Awareness
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with the fundamental questions being
“How do we learn how to work with one
another differently? How do I show up in
the space?”

for each of their regions. While not all were
totally on board, many within SSEL began
to see transformative effects in their work
together.

Many in his team recall that first meeting
where Funk rearranged the physical
room, removing tables and arranging
chairs in small circles, handing out
journals and inviting everyone to join
him in an opening grounding meditation.
Such a shift in behavior was at first both
bewildering and a breath of fresh air for
his colleagues.

These workshops began a journey that has
now touched over a thousand practitioners
and organizations across the State through
introductory workshops now carried out
virtually. Starting in October 2019, Funk and
the Sponsorship Team, in partnership with
the CDE Deputy Superintendent, brought
the workshops to the larger K-12 System
of Support with meetings in Ventura and
Folsom, and now expanded across the State.

As one of the early participants in these
workshops describes, “When we first
started, it felt like therapy, in a good
way. It was like such opposite ends of
the spectrum from what the meetings
had been, and honestly they were
excruciatingly painful in the past. It’s
been a welcome change in that respect,
the level of conversation has really been
elevated, the openness and honesty, and
breaking through the bureaucracy.”
Over time, Funk encouraged his team
and SSEL colleagues to attend the
Aptos workshops and additional training
sessions with the Compassionate
Systems coaches. The Stuart
Foundation were partners in this work,
providing philanthropic support and
advising that enabled Funk and others
within the SSEL to form an initial
Sponsorship Team that worked together
as lead practitioners and advocates for
the work, hosting trainings and gradually
bringing these systems thinking tools
and practices to the wider system. The
capacity building workshops focused
on introductions to systems leadership
and compassionate systems tools that
the teams then integrated into their daily
work with one another and grantees

Led by Mette Boell and Peter Senge of the
Massachusetts Institute of Technnology
(MIT) and co-founders of The Center for
Systems Awareness, these workshops
invite participants to four days of reflective
dialogue, self awareness practices, and
working with systems thinking tools to
unpack the lived complexities of their
respective systems. After the workshops, as
these approaches were adopted into daily
practice, many began to observe changes in
their workplace atmosphere, interpersonal
relationships, and ability to weather the
complex emotional challenges of change
processes.

The Center for Systems Awareness
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“It feels like a celebration when we get
together now. There have been meetings in
the past that—I don’t have any other way to
describe it—except for toxic and dysfunctional.
That transformation can’t be understated.”
—Expanded Learning Division Staff
This transformation is essential to
improving the work of the Department
of Education in California and its service
to all learners. As Michelle Perrenoud of
the Los Angeles county office explains,
“There is a continuum that starts with
having a personal experience whereby you
bring in this change for yourself–and then
your leadership shifts. I provide technical
assistance and support to adults, who
in turn work in districts with expanded
learning programs to provide support and
services to young people. Everyone’s focus
is on the kids. But, until we realize how the
challenges we are experiencing with one
another really impact their work, they don’t
realize that this affects the quality of work
they could be doing with students. That
was a moment of brilliant ‘Aha.’”
Where there was once distrust, “there is
meaningful, legitimate, authentic curiosity
about how the other person is doing” as
Funk describes. In state-wide convenings,
people now “see how people are interacting.
It says to those in the space: this is a place
I can be open. This is a place for me. So
that is the ripple effect of the field.” As one
stakeholder poignantly summarizes, “There
is a change in tone, there is a change in
attitude, there is a change in relationship
and how we all work together that I think
permeates into an overall culture.

As Fanelli of the Stuart Foundation
explains, “This work is creating a space for
those ‘Aha!’ interventions.” To make such
transformation possible, the California
team had to invest deeply in their own
capacity building in learning together,
guided by the Compassionate Systems
Framework, as developed by the Center
for Systems Awareness and described
within this report.

The Center for Systems Awareness
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To cultivate compassion is
to be able to understand and
appreciate the systemic forces
and lived experiences that
influence people’s feelings and
actions.
The word compassion literally
means ‘standing with the
experience (and especially the
suffering) of the other.’

Compassionate Systems
Framework
If this global pandemic has taught us anything, it is that we live in deeply interdependent
and complex global systems and that the arrogance born of our technological
sophistication masks deep fissures in our social reality, including systemic racism. Alltoo-human conflicts and tensions, miscommunications and biases disrupt and block our
ability to work cooperatively together for the greater good of whatever systems we are a
part—from family to school, healthcare infrastructure to our relationship with the natural
world.
In this context, education has a core mandate, how we—adults, young people, and most
importantly the adults of tomorrow—learn how to navigate and thrive, individually and
collectively, amidst the vibrancies and challenges of these complex global systems—
both the entrenched ones we seek to dismantle and the emerging ones we aspire to
build. But mainstream education, especially primary and secondary education, is a
complex tradition-bound system, with many stakeholders, pressures and constraints,
governed by often rigid state and local bureaucracies and unquestioned norms.
Given this reality, it is not surprising that deep innovation in education may appear an
oxymoron to many. Yet, that is exactly what is needed and is occurring.
The Center for Systems Awareness
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Paradoxically, while the work is all about the kids, until the adult organizations that manage and
lead education systems change, it is naïive to imagine education changing at the scale needed.
People need to work together in new ways, growing capacity at all levels, and within and
beyond the formal school system, as “systems leaders,” people adept at fostering collaboration
for systems change.
The Compassionate Systems Framework offers tools and practices for developing a set of
core leadership capacities that are equally relevant to principals, superintendents, teachers,
students, and community-based organizations that work with kids beyond school— for
whomever wants to be a positive agent in bringing about change:

Fostering Aspiration: What is our shared vision? What is
the future we seek to grow? What is the change we wish
to see if education served all children and young people?
Reflective Conversation: How do we get better at seeing
our own unconscious biases and fostering generative
dialogue and collaboration in our organizations and
communities? Do we feel connected? How do we see
and move past deeply ingrained mental models that
contribute to deeply entrenched inequities in our
system?
Systems Thinking: Our systems are designed to
produce what they produce. They are not broken. If
this is true, what role do we play in the systems around
us—particularly those that systematically produce
inequitable conditions? How do the different parts of the
system interact and influence one another, especially
in ways that produce unintended consequences that go
unaddressed? Does our organization foster health and
well-being, or distrust and stress? How might we create
the conditions for ecosystems to grow and produce the
equitable outcomes we seek?
Through workshops, tools, peer learning and communities of practice, the Center for Systems
Awareness is working with educators around the world to develop more effective, collaborative
and compassionate leaders needed to face today’s challenges.

The Center for Systems Awareness
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The Compassionate Systems Framework helps to develop the skillsets of a systems thinker
through the use of a variety of systems thinking tools and practices: seeing patterns of change
over time, examining deeper systemic structures underlying surface events, and understanding
how mental models and institutional ‘artifacts’ like school design and compliance metrics shape
those structures.
Tools like the Iceberg, Mandala for Systems Change, Kantor’s Four Player Model, Shifting the
Burden, and Stocks and Flows models all provide ways of unpacking the complex dynamics at
play in any given situation, from teasing out the impact of our mental models and assumptions,
understanding cause and effect, and recognizing quick fixes over more foundational
solutions. For more information about these tools, and others referenced in this report, visit
systemsawareness.org.

Integrating evidence-based approaches from decades of research and practice in socialemotional learning, health and well-being, and systems thinking, the Compassionate Systems
Framework helps nurture more generative organizational cultures at all levels: in classrooms,
schools, districts, counties and states, to ministries of education. The same basic tools and
practices support individual and collective learning for students, teachers, local administrators
and senior managers. Because they shape how people “show up” together within a system, the
Compassionate Systems Framework creates the generative conditions for integrating different
approaches crucial for education innovation, from the rigor of improvement science to the
urgent need to de-program racial, class and gender stereotypes and institutional structures. By
grounding in the lived social, physical and emotional experiences of people within that system,
this approach supports people in enacting new ways of working with one another in service of
deep change.

The Center for Systems Awareness
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Stories from the Field:
An Emerging Community of Practice
The tools and practices of the Compassionate Systems Framework seek to grow individuals
and team’s capacity for compassionate leadership amidst complexity, an essential skill needed
in the important work of education. Each of these tools and approaches have been developed,
tested and refined through practitioner use, and the teams across California have adopted
and adapted the tools through their daily work so that they have come to embody a shared
strategic vision for California K-12 education, as seen in the following stories from the field.

Showing Up Differently: Day to Day Collaborations
One of the most powerful shifts observed in
the practitioners is the “how you show up”
to the work you do. Practices like starting
meetings with a simple grounding meditation
and a check-in—even doing this in large
state-wide convenings through small group
breakouts—enables attendees to shift in
orientation, grounding people to be more
settled in the present and then turn more
intentionally to the work at hand. Through
these practices, many participants observed
that “the conversations and the way people
communicate has been more honest than it
used to be...There is more trust so people feel
more comfortable in being really honest in
their communications.”
For one practitioner in the Expanded
Learning Division, the most influential effect
of the Compassionate Systems work has
been, “the awareness of how you show up.
I’m trying to do that a lot more with my team:
be present with them—here in my region and
with our grantees, and school districts that we
work with, in schools. Because if you follow
up, and you show up, and your energy is there,
they will show up too.”

The tools have enabled breakthrough
moments, as they further observe, “where
we’ve had those real conversations. It’s
good, it’s healthy, and it’s human—that’s
the piece, it brings that human element.
These skills nurture a compassionate
systems stance. One foundational
element in this approach lies in
understanding the structural sources of
problems that go beyond individual actors.
Systemic understanding undercuts our
habitual tendencies to blame individuals
for problems that arise from the larger
system. Another lies in cultivating a
sense of connectedness with others and
the situation, starting with “perspective
taking,” appreciating how different
people see things differently, extending
compassion and wishing well for the other.
Ernesto Duran, Director of Region 8
Expanded Learning Services, believes
that practices like check-ins, which
encourage deep listening and inclusive
dialogue to ensure all voices are heard, or
inquiry tools like the Systems Thinking

The Center for Systems Awareness
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Iceberg and Ladder of
Inference “shifted the kinds
of conversations they would
have with their grantees, some
of whom were in charge of
the worst performing after
school programs in the state,
where both kids and adults
did not want to be there.” The
difference started “when we
began to come up alongside
the grantees with more
intentional presence and
inquiry instead of leading the
conversation with blame.”
Gradually, this “has built trust
and collaboration between
the state and programs,” and
experiences for students
and adults which have now
improved in the program’s effectiveness
and overall climate, changing the quality
of the educational opportunities.
For Stuart Foundation president Sophie
Fanielli, this approach is transformational,
particularly as it develops and supports
what educators are already doing well.
Educational approaches used by the State
like “continous improvement can quickly
go back to data collection for compliance.
What’s emerged through this work is a
shift beyond simply looking at quantitative
data to how we show up, the change in
mindsets, behavior shifts, that impact
kids.”
Education professionals are working in
very difficult situations, often with kids
who are really struggling, especially now
amidst a global pandemic and a national
reckoning of racial justice. How effective
our education system is deeply depends
on the social field, the rich and complex
relationships between learners, educators

As one County Lead administrator of the
Expanded Learning Division reflects, “I do
truly believe that relationship translates to
the school sites.” Recalling a school visit with
a grantee, she explains, “Even though I’m
just one person, they see the State showing
up. “That translates to the school and for the
students too.”
“If we cannot model that commitment
to connect, people are left ‘running their
program’ rather than doing the real work
the program was designed to enable.”
By developing their awareness of these
dynamics and nurturing the human
relationships within the system, practitioners
across the State can focus on the real work
at hand, working together to holistically
support the millions of children across
California who deserve the highest quality
education.
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Reflective Conversations
Practices like meditation, reflective journaling, deep listening and peer coaching grow our
awareness of emotional states—our own and those of others—and our ability to name, label
and process such emotional experiences and their impact on our actions and environments.
Reflective conversations are especially important in cultivating a sense of the emotional
wellbeing of a given environment or situation, as colleagues turn to one another to have real
conversations, creating a new sense of trust and building a healthy and generative social field.

Several individuals and teams
cite frequent use of the Ladder
of Inference tool to foster
more reflective conversations
with colleagues. The Ladder
of Inference helps unpack the
self-generating beliefs we hold
onto in our daily lives which
remain largely untested. We
adopt these beliefs because
they are based on conclusions,
which are inferred from what
we observe, plus our past
experience.

Our ability to achieve the results we truly desire is eroded by our feelings that (a) our beliefs
are the truth, (b) the truth is obvious, (c) our beliefs are based on real data, and (d) the data
we select are the real data. The Ladder of Inference is a tool to help us imagine climbing up
a ladder in our minds, helping us to recognize how rapidly we leap to knee-jerk conclusions
with no intermediate thought process. It can also help us recognize our patterns of behavior.
As Anissa Sonnenburg, Education Administrator within the CDE System of Support Office
explains, “The tools help us start with inquiry, rather than starting conversations with grantees
and other stakeholders with the accusations and assumptions based on ‘dashboard metrics,’
for example.” Multiple times a week, she finds herself saying, “I think I’ve climbed the ladder,
help me understand.” This simple statement, in her view, helps clear the air to have a more
truthful dialogue, leading to greater respect with colleagues.
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“We had both built a castle in our mind
based on the misunderstanding, and
it was so nice for both of us to just let
that castle fall to the ground once we
checked out our assumptions.
—Jeff Davis
Executive Director
California AfterSchool Network
Jeff Davis, Executive Director of the California AfterSchool Network, shares a story of using
the Ladder of Inference to navigate a tense situation with a colleague. As he and his colleague
unpacked what had happened, using the tool to guide their discussion. “I felt a lot of anxiety
about having this conversation,” Davis reflects. “But being clear about how I was going to use
this conversation to check my own assumptions, and with the tools to help, it just disintegrated
the issue for both of us. It felt like a giant sigh of relief.” The “castle that you thought was made
out of solid stone was actually made out of sand and it just crumbled immediately.” Such
de-escalation, through use of this simple conceptual tool, moved the situation toward clarity
and open conversation, resolving the immediate event that sparked the tension and building
longer term trust between colleagues. As Davis reflects, “It felt like a coming together for the
two of us.”
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Stepping Into the Moment:
Unpacking Systems of Oppression
For the participants of the November
2019 Ventura workshop, the gathering was
historic. Never before had this configuration
of organizations across the State come
together.
Representatives from a rich diversity of
state, county and local organizations—from
county office of education leaders, the state
board of education, and technical assistance
organizations for the system like California
AfterSchool Network and ASAPconnect, and
community based organizations like Think
Together—attended the workshop supported by
the Stuart Foundation. In his opening remarks
at the start of the three day workshop, Michael
Funk asked participants to “acknowledge this is
an opportunity to do something special—but that
special is yet to be defined.” Perhaps one of the
most pivotal moments of that historic gathering
would come at the end of day two, when a critical
discourse on equity and inclusion emerged
outside of the planned agenda.

Following an exercise of deep listening
and observation called the “Evocation”
exercise, the room entered into a
powerful dialogue about equity and
inclusion. The Evocation exercise, based
on methods of micro-phenomenological
inquiry, asks small groups of three
to each occupy roles as interviewers,
interviewees and observers, as they
each recall, re-evoke, and share specific
experiences they have had through
participating in generative social
fields—spaces and communities that
felt supportive, creative, and affirming
rather than degenerative or disaffirming.
The exercise prompts the participants
to ask one another a series of reflective
questions and prompts them to pay
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close attention to one another’s body
language or expressions in the retelling
of those experiences and to reflect on the
emotional power of those past experiences to
deepen their understanding of the conditions
of generative communites.
For some participants, the exercise evoked
joy and passion in remembering positive
educational experiences; for others, it
evoked grief and pain of past injustices. The
practice requires a great deal of vulnerability
of both participants, and is usually not used
in workshops until a feeling of reciprocal
openness has started to form among the
workshop group.
As one participant reflected afterwards, it
was an experience of “letting someone be
a legitimate other,” the definition of “neutral
present awareness” they were taught in a
Ladder of Connectedness exercise earlier in
the workshop. The Ladder of Connectedness
is a model that shows the varying stages
of connectedness that we experience on a
regular basis in any situation. Through a selfreflective practice, we can begin to recognize
how we’re showing up in the social field, how
we might be relating to others in a particular
circumstance, and ultimately consider how
we might move ourselves “down the ladder”
toward a stance of more neutral present
awareness.
She observed that “this is a rare stance, as
we often come with our own agendas and
preconceptions of who someone is and what
they experience.” The exercise deep-ended
the generative space that had started to
build over the past two days of the workshop,
and many participants reflected later on a
growing sense of belonging and connection
when “we make room for each other’s stories
and experiences” and work seriously to
“suspend what we believe about someone to

open yourself to something new.” Creating
such a place of belonging and deep listening, as one participant remarked, “is the
heart of equity work.”
Even for skillful systems thinkers,
complex issues can easily be seen
as something outside of ourselves, or
something we understand intellectually
but not emotionally. Developing “systems
sensing” skills help us to “sense into” the
emotional realities people are feeling
within any complex setting. This may
take the form of learning journeys to see
another’s lived experience outside our own
direct experience, diverse simulations to
viscerally experience systemic causes of
problems, and working collaboratively on
how to address complex problems with
others who have different mental models
than our own.
As the conversation unfolded after the
Evocation practice, several pointed out
that the California System of Support
and the students it serves face deeply
ingrained, long term inequities. It starts
with the very design of our system. As
one staff member of the Expanded
Learning Division observed, “we can bring
in social-emotional support, continuous
improvement, and implementation science,
but who is in the room? Who is not? Who
else do we need to engage? What needs
to shift?” She concluded with a plea to
“intentionally include those diverse voices
and perspectives into the co-design of our
measures and interventions.”
“We have continued to do the same
thing over and over again thinking we
will have different results.”
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“We have
learned that, to
create change
in education,
we need to be
here as people,
not just as
institutions.”
Throughout the room, diverse voices entered
in a spirited and respectful discourse on,
what all acknowledged, was often a difficult
and tense subject. Comment cards, filled out
anonymously after the close of day, reflected
an appreciation for the open space given
to this “intentional conversation around
equity, inclusion, diversity” and desire by
the convening at large to “stay open to the
tension around equity, diversity, inclusion.”
Another remarked, “I was impressed by
how well the group handled a powerful
conversation about race, injustice, and
accountability during the afternoon portion”
and “I appreciated that we were able to
hold onto the questions about equity rather
than letting that discomfort move us away.
I appreciated everyone’s thoughtfulness.”
The outcomes of these conversations are
still unfolding, but these ongoing in-person
and now virtual workshops and processes
have created a container or “generative
social field” for these critical conversations
to emerge among diverse stakeholders from
across the state who are coming together
to unpack and dismantle the systemic
inequities present in our education system.

—Sophie Fanelli
President, Stuart Foundation

As one participant remarked, to move
equity forward, we must dare ourselves to
“open up to those conversations even if we
don’t yet have the solutions.”
In subsequent meetings and workshops,
the California team worked with the
Center for Systems Awareness to more
deeply address the interconnected issues
of systemic inequity within the education
system. In a virtual workshop in November
2020 with California participants, the
Center for Systems Awareness invited Dr.
Michael McAfee, President and CEO of
PolicyLink, a national research and action
institute advancing racial and economic
equity, to deliver an important session
connecting systems oppression and
systems change.
Dr. McAfee’s remarks challenged
participants to consider how to “fully step
into this moment of equity” by asking the
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Mandala of
Systems Change
We must develop our
capacities in each of
these domains for deep
systemic change.

foundational questions of how the
institutions we have designed contribute to
systems of oppression: “How are structures
that you encounter doing harm?” This is
the central question we must ask ourselves
as educators in this moment of national
reckoning: “Where are we doing harm?
And how do we stop it?”
“The charge of our generation,” as Dr.
McAfee puts forth, “is to be able to hold
the interests of all. And to make sure the
institutions are not holding the results we
want to achieve in the world hostage.” The
Compassionate Systems approach offers
tools for stepping forth into this aspiration,
for unpacking the ways we each contribute,
as individuals and institutions, to systems
of oppression, and how to work together
to move forward on a collective journey of
healing and building toward equity for all.
Leadership in the K-12 System of Support
are now embarking on the work of

“braiding” together compassionate systems,
improvement science, and equity lenses.
The groups coordinating and leading this
effort include the California Department of
Education, the Center for Systems Awareness,
the Improvement Collective, and the National
Equity Project. The purpose of this work is to
intentionally move towards a more integrated
holistic and systemic approach and avoid the
temptation to focus on the next “new thing” or
quick fix. As Deputy Superintendent Rachael
Maves asks, “How do we build the necessary
relationships and ‘container’ as we collectively
address the structural barriers within our
organizations? How do we align our energy,
commitment and talent in service of creating
more equitable systems able to influence the
districts, schools and classrooms we work with
to serve all students to high and equitable
levels?” For Maves, “this braiding together of
compassionate systems and improvement
science through an equity lens feels like
the right work,” with “the potential to have a
massive impact within our state.”

The Center for Systems Awareness

24

“The Compassionate System is something
that I have looked for over many years and,
to find it recently inspired me completely.
It renewed my level of commitment to
elevate the need to have educators be more
connected using different approaches.”
—Nancy Hlibok Amann, Ph.D.

Superintendent
California School for the Deaf, Riverside
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On a Statewide Journey:
Future Directions
The State of California is at a critical
inflection point. Looking back at the
progress made by the System of Support for
Expanded Learning over the last four years
is remarkable. But the team is focused on
looking forward. As Gregson reflects, many
find it remarkable “to go from there to where
we are now.” They have “seen what it was
and what it could be. People were desperate
for this.” Yet, Gregson urges it is time to go
even further, “It is time, we are ready.’”
Statewide movements over the past decade
have strengthened local planning and
accountability and advanced improvement
science as a cross-cutting leadership
discipline. Many today feel that new
legislation and leadership is opening a
space to more ambitiously address deeper
sources of breakdowns that pervade our
entire education system, like ongoing toxic
stress, violence, and inequity. But however
enlightened state policies and leadership
are, bringing about deep change is an
ongoing learning process that can only
be sustained in organizational cultures of
trust and healthy relationships that foster
shared vision and commitment. This is
hardly the way that anyone would typically
characterize our large state education
bureaucracies.

Given this shared mental model, the
successes demonstrated by the initial pilots
within the System of Support for Expanded
Learning are promising. The state is
expanding the Compassionate Systems work
to the larger California System of Support,
a cross-agency group that serves all local
educational agencies and schools across
the State and is composed of the California
Department of Education, State Board of
Education, and California Collaborative for
Educational Excellence. The System of
Support is massive and its aims ambitious:
“to help local educational agencies (LEAs)
and their schools meet the needs of each
student they serve, with a focus on building
local capacity to sustain improvement and to
effectively address disparities in opportunities
and outcomes.” The coming years will show if
the capacity- and community- building work
enabled by the Compassionate Systems
Framework can provide a viable foundation
for this network to thrive.
Beyond growing the work itself by bringing
workshops and coaching opportunities to
new sites across the state, further research is
now needed to better understand the impact
and share these practices and processes.

“It is time. We are ready.”
—Stephanie Gregson
Chief Deputy Superintendent
California Department of Education
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“We need to move beyond the low hanging fruit to simply move the ‘data’
a few notches, and do the work of deeper root cause analysis, being
courageous to take the deep roots of injustice and systemic racism
head on. We are excited to see California leadership fully taking this on
with courage and conviction.”
—Sophie Fanelli
President, Stuart Foundation

A central question for California
practitioners is, “What are the early
signs that the system is changing in the
right direction, and how do we continue
momentum?” Reports like SCOPE’s
A Humanistic Approach to Scaling Up
provide an early assessment of the process
and impact in its first two years. Yet as
we gather data on impact, we must not
lose sight of the human stories behind
the data. As the work continues to unfold,
the California System of Support, the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology,
the Center for System Awareness, and
Stuart Foundation are working together to
develop interdisciplinary research protocols
to further deepen our understanding of the
generative conditions for systems change
and to share this data and findings more
broadly with education professionals,
researchers and policymakers.
As shown in the case studies above, the
lens of equity and inclusion is vital to the
very design of the systems leadership and
Compassionate Systems processes. The
events of this year have been a further
awakening of the deep learning that is
needed and the change ahead. As Fanelli
remarks, “The most important design
challenge in philanthropy today is designing
with equity in mind. We must not fall into
the trap of supporting the success of the
already successful. We need to look at how
we transform and design from the margins,
advancing and transforming education for
kids furthest from opportunity and to not
reinforce those systemic inequities.”

This requires, in Fanelli’s view, “moving
beyond the narratives of education success
from individual heros to changing groups.
The individual hero narrative feeds off and
fuels a competition model.” Instead, “How do
we resource and incentivize sharing across
our organizations?” How do we focus on
communities transforming together? This
work has the State asking new questions
about the larger education ecosystem beyond
schools and the CDE. Who is not in the room?
Whose voices are missing? Such questions
have already yielded new inclusion, such as
the recent involvement of K-12 students to
a System of Support for Expanded Learning
meeting—a historic first. Further impact is
underway as the State explores an overall
leadership framework where Compassionate
Systems tools and practices can be used to
knit together the deep inquiry and relationship
building needed to ground systemic work on
equity with the rigor and commitment to data of
improvement science.
Such shifts in the California education
system—from personal transformations to
historic gatherings to improved educational
opportunities for students—are gaining
momentum, and with continued capacity
building and strategic support, these catalytic
effects will continue to grow. The work
in California is a part of a budding global
community of practitioners and researchers
with communities of practice in British
Columbia, Jordan, Indonesia, Denmark,
Hong Kong and China, and across the United
States. California’s early adoption of the
Compassionate Systems Framework signals its
leadership in innovative approaches to systems
change in education on a global stage.
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