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Section 3

General Influences of Suprasystems on 
Systemic Change
Charles M. Reigeluth

 Section 2 of this issue addressed the nature of, and 
need for, paradigm change in our systems of education 
and training as we evolve from the industrial age into 
the information age. That section also identified systems 
thinking’s emphasis on understanding relationships of all 
kinds as essential to the success of any systemic change 
effort. Those relationships include ones between a system 
and its suprasystem(s), its peer systems, its systemic 
environment in general and its external stakeholders, as 
well as relationships within the system — relationships 
among its subsystems and its causal dynamics. This blurb 

Influences of Suprasystems on 
Systemic Change
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addresses the powerful influences of a suprasystem on any 
system which we may want to help engage in systemic 
change.
 It is important to understand that system relationships 
can range from very tight coupling to very loose coupling, 
based on the degree of independence the system has from 
its suprasystem(s). For example, a store that is owned by 
one national chain may have all of its policies, products and 
procedures dictated by the national headquarters. On the 
other hand, a store that is owned by another national chain 
may have great independence to decide on its own policies, 
products and procedures. Similarly, a school in one school 
district may have its policies, curriculum and programs (or 
methods) dictated by the central office, while a school in 
another district may have considerable independence in 
making its own decisions.
 The tighter the coupling between a system and its 
suprasystem, the more a systemic change effort must bring 
about changes in the suprasystem, as well as the system of 
interest. In the current industrial-age paradigm of education, 
a school and its school district (central office) tend to have 
a relatively tight coupling. This explains why many school-
wide reform efforts that have attempted fundamental 
changes have consistently reverted back to the industrial-
age paradigm over time, such as the participating schools 
in the Eight-Year Study, the Dalton Plan and the High 
Schools of Tomorrow (Tyack, 1995) and more recently the 
Saturn School of Tomorrow (Bennett, 1991). This is why a 
number of systemic change experts advocate that systemic 
change in education must be district-wide rather than just 
school-wide (Duffy, 2000; Duffy, 2002; Jenlink, 1998).
 Of course, school districts are also influenced by their 
state educational system (primarily the state department 
of education) and the federal system (primarily the 
U.S. Department of Education and the various laws it 
administers, such as No Child Left Behind). While these 
suprasystems are more loosely coupled to an individual 
school, they can still exert powerful influences over 
a school’s ability to transform to an information-age, 
learner-centered paradigm of education in which learners 
are no longer “prisoners of time” (http://www.ed.gov/pubs/
PrisonersOfTime/index.html). Similarly, the community 
in which a school district is located can have a powerful 
influence over the success of a systemic change effort.
 In higher education, a university is typically loosely 
coupled with its suprasystems, but its various schools or 
colleges tend to be tightly coupled with the university, as 
are departments with their respective schools or colleges. 
Similarly, in the corporate sector, a training department is 
typically tightly coupled with the company management 
system. Of course, the strength of coupling can vary 
considerably within any type of system or context area and 
therefore needs to be assessed.
 The central point of this discussion is that relationships 
between a system and its suprasystem can have a large 
impact on the success of a systemic change effort. Therefore, 
it is important to identify both the nature and strength 
of the relationships at the onset of an effort, and to plan 

for ways both to capitalize on the facilitative aspects and 
minimize the inhibitory aspects of that relationship. It is a 
general tenet among systems theorists that, if you want to 
help a system to change, you have to also foster supportive 
changes in its suprasystem (Banathy, 1991), or at very least 
seek exclusions, waivers or other arrangements that will 
remove impediments to systemic change. The concept of 
coevolution in systems theory indicates that a system and 
its suprasystem must always change together (Banathy, 
1996). If one evolves to be incompatible with the other, the 
resulting evolutionary imbalance puts both at peril, and 
the tighter the coupling, the greater the peril.
 The remaining blurbs in this section discuss the 
influences of suprasystems and their policies on systemic 
change efforts in public K-12 education in the United 
States and Korea.

Influences of Federal Policy on Systemic 
Change in K-12 Education
Susan Patrick

Uncle Sam, tear down the walls of the education 
system; a revolution is underway! The federal government 
can be a strong facilitator for systemic change.  The Office 
of Educational Technology, the Office of Innovation and 
Improvement, Star Schools and Enhancing Education 
Through Technology programs provide numerous examples 
of the federal government facilitating fundamental change.  
For example, the Florida Virtual School program was 
initiated through support from a federal grant and solid 
state-level leadership. The federal government facilitated 
systemic change by: 1) creating a report on the design of 
an innovative school to help guide education leadership, 
“Prisoners of Time” and 2) providing funding for the 
new model of virtual schooling.  This brought student-
centered, any time, any place, any path, any pace learning 
to life.  The result — the Florida Virtual School is now 
providing online courses to thousands of students and is a 
nationally-recognized example, highlighted in the National 
Education Technology Plan 2004, “Toward a New Golden 
Age In American Education: How the Internet, the Law 
and Today’s Students Are Revolutionizing Expectations.” 
 Despite those successes, the federal government 
constrains systemic change by focusing on the current 
system to the exclusion of providing vision, planning and 
implementation metrics for what the system should be. In 
1994, the “Prisoners of Time” report was released, citing:

By far the most important part of this 
Commission’s charge relates not to time 
but to student learning. …  As witnesses 
repeatedly told the Commission, there is 
no point to adding more time to today’s 
schools if it is used in the same way. We must 
use time in new, different, and better ways.

Twelve years later, federal programs are still largely 
continuing to fund models that maintain our students as 
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prisoners of time in their schools. Federal policies that focus 
funding on research-based practices exclude sorely needed 
support for developing and improving learner-centered 
models that use time and technology in new and better ways.  

The federal government should stop funding antiquated, 
time-based models of education and instead fund new 
models that focus on learning, rather than on sorting 
students. Federal funding should work as a catalyst to move 
to a powerful new paradigm, not a crutch to prolong an 
obsolete one. Until we change the paradigm of education, 
adding on innovations will only create additional tensions in 
an outdated, overworked system. The federal government’s 
primary role should be to sponsor research on new 
paradigms of education at all levels. This should include:

• Drive a vision for systemic change. This begins with 
a serious understanding of what systemic change is, 
how it happens and what can be done to facilitate it.  

• Convene a wide array of stakeholders to connect, 
collaborate and think about how instruction can 
best foster individual student growth and how 
schools of the 21st century might look with blend-
ed models of online learning and information tech-
nologies imbedded in learner-centered instruction.

• Support research and development (R&D) on a 
new paradigm of assessment whose summative 
component produces an “inventory of attainments” 
for each student rather than norm-based grades, 
and whose formative component provides 
information to guide instruction, and that thereby 
better informs students, parents, teachers and 
school leaders of how successful their programs are.

• Support R&D on new models of curriculum and 
assessment focused on 21st century needs and 
skills, such as those identified by the SCANS report.

• Support R&D on new forms of instruction 
that freed from the shackles of time and cus-
tomized to each student’s needs and talents.  

• Require applications for federal grants 
to illustrate how they move toward 
transformation and systemic redesign.

• Train teachers and administrators for the infor-
mation age.  This entails fostering a major shift 
in mindset or worldview about education, as 
well at training in the use of specific technolo-
gies and learner-centered methods of instruction. 
There needs to be a very different physical con-
cept of how a modern school works and looks.  

Using federal investments to support these kinds 
of activities would do much to facilitate dramatic 
improvements in meeting the needs of students and their 
communities in the information age. We are addicted to 
a model of living history in our own memories of what 
school looks like. Education needs its own twelve-step 
program to shake that addiction. The federal government 
needs to take a deep dose of systems theory and begin to 
redesign schools into the future of our modern world.

Influences of NCLB on K-12 Systemic 
Educational Reform
Gerardo M. Gónzalez

Growing concerns about America’s ability to compete 
globally led Republicans and Democrats alike to rally 
behind what became known as the No Child Left Behind 
Act of 2001. The central goal of NCLB is to close the 
achievement gap between high and low-performing 
children, especially gaps between minority and non-
minority students and between disadvantaged children and 
their more advantaged peers, to ensure that every child is 
proficient in reading, math and science by 2014. To achieve 
this goal, the NCLB requires a series of assessment and 
accountability measures designed to increase the number 
of states adopting subject-area content standards and tests 
linked to those standards. If students in any of a number of 
demographic and income categories fail to make adequate 
yearly progress (AYP) toward proficiency in the subjects 
tested, the schools and school districts they attend must 
institute corrective measures or face sanctions, including 
the loss of Federal Title I funds.

While enjoying significant bipartisan support initially, 
as it approaches the first reauthorization deadline of its 
12-year timeline the NCLB has come under increasing 
criticism by both federal and state officials. Though the first 
step in the process of reauthorization will be a thorough 
assessment to determine what portions of the law might 
need modification, lawmakers already have introduced 
scores of legislative changes and several states have 
launched legal challenges claiming the law is an unfunded 
mandate and an intrusion into state rights. Writing for the 
TC Record, Sunderman and Kim (2005) identified three 
factors contributing to the growing dissatisfaction with the 
law, namely the Administration’s approach to federalism, 
the states’ limited capacity to meet the law’s requirements 
and the fiscal constraints facing state governments. In 2006, 
for example, the federal appropriation of $12.8 billion for 
Title I school districts is only slightly more than half the 
NCLB authorized amount of $22.8 billion.

In addition to the national criticisms about the 
political, capacity and resource implications of NCLB, 
some educators have also expressed concern that the 
emphasis on standardized testing to measure results has 
led to a narrowing of the curriculum and “teaching to the 
test” at the expense of other more learner-centered forms 
of teaching. Such a consequence is often seen as a barrier 
to an information-age paradigm of education where a 
student can learn at his or her own pace and results are 
measured by attainment of individualized, performance-
based knowledge. Others argue that an absolute standard 
of proficiency and disaggregating AYP test results are 
necessary to measure progress toward the NCLB goal of 
having every child achieve at high levels in core subjects. 
An emerging compromise position approved by the U.S. 
Department of Education for piloting in several states is 
the “value-added” approach to measuring knowledge gains. 
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Influences of State Policy on Systemic 
Change in K-12 Education
Kathy Christie

State policies can have a profound impact on facilitat-
ing or impeding systemic change to learner-centered, cus-
tomized education on the district and school levels.  This 
blurb identifies a few such policies that can strongly influ-
ence such systemic change.

Time-based vs. competency-based
Students today are largely permitted to progress only 

by meeting seat-time requirements, which means that 
students who learn faster than average are expected to sit 
through a class for longer than necessary, while students 
who learn slower than average are penalized for not 

learning the required information within an arbitrarily set 
time limit. 

States could facilitate the transformation to customized 
education by allowing students to test out of courses and to 
make course completion contingent on demonstration of 
competency. For example, Utah passed a bill in 2004 (http://
www.le.state.ut.us/~code/TITLE53A/htm/53A01020.htm) 
that requires the state board to set high school graduation 
requirements that use competency-based standards and 
assessments. The legislature defined competency as “a 
demonstrable acquisition of a specified knowledge, skill, 
or ability that has been organized into a hierarchical 
arrangement leading to higher levels of knowledge, skill, or 
ability.” The bill also defines competency-based education 
as “an education approach that requires students to acquire 
a competency and includes a classroom structure and 
operation that aid and facilitate the acquisition of specified 
competencies on an individual basis wherein students are 
allowed to master and demonstrate competencies as fast 
as they are able.” Gain score is defined as “the measured 
difference of a student’s score at the beginning and end of 
a time period.” The state board is required to assist school 
districts and charter schools to develop and implement 
competency-based education and to use gain scores.

Cultivate students’ strengths
Just as some students have stronger skills than others, 

students may have strengths in some academic areas, while 
having difficulty in others. Truly customized education 
would take this into account while allowing the student 
to progress.  State policies can foster systemic change by 
providing options on high school exit exams that allow for 
demonstrated proficiency in all areas but one, or that allow 
students to provide proof of their understanding in an 
alternative way. For example, Maryland requires passage 
of end-of-course assessments in four areas for graduation. 
Beginning with the class of 2009, students may meet the 
requirement by either (1) achieving the passing scores 
previously approved; or (2) meeting a minimum score on 
each test that is lower than the previously set passing score 
and achieving a combined score on all four exams that is 
equal to the sum of the previously approved passing scores. 
So students who cannot do well on one or more tests may 
compensate by exceeding passing scores on other tests.  

Data to customize learning
Correctly collected and applied student data can help 

meet individual students’ needs. State policies can facilitate 
this transformation by (1) providing sufficient state support 
for data systems that allow teachers direct, easy access 
to real-time assessment results, (2) providing support 
for common technology systems that meet specified 
components of student information systems (see: http://
www.ecs.org/html/IssueSection.asp?issueid=2&s=Other 
and http://www.ecs.org/html/issue.asp?issueid=2&subIs
sueID=91), (3) providing support for computer-adaptive 
assessments that save time and allow for more accurate 
above-grade and below-grade specificity and that allow 
instruction to build on student strengths rather than 

Though NCLB is silent on the forms of instruction needed 
to achieve these goals, it is clear that Congress intended for 
schools and school systems to adopt “scientifically-based” 
practices and be held accountable for results. 

In a ten-year examination of the standards-based 
movement upon which NCLB is based, Education Week 
concluded that to date the results are both heartening and 
sobering (Education Week, 2006). For example, through a 
series of analyses using NAEP data, the report concluded 
that there was a positive relationship between states’ efforts 
to implement standards-based reforms and gains in student 
achievement. Improvements for math in grades 4 and 8 were 
statistically significant, while more modest, but positive, 
effects emerged for reading. Moreover, after controlling 
for states’ initial NAEP performance, preliminary analyses 
revealed no relationship between state resource and equity 
indicators. In conclusion, Education Week suggested that, 
while standards-based education and its implementation 
are far from perfect, they can contribute to improvement 
in American schools.

Clearly, NCLB is having a transformative effect on 
the nation’s educational landscape. The number of states 
embracing content standards and other provisions of 
NCLB is steadily increasing, and early results of student 
achievement measures are showing modest progress 
among all demographic groups. Many questions about 
the law’s impact still remain, however. Among others, 
the issue of whether NCLB enhances or constrains 
performance-based knowledge not generally measured 
by standardized tests remains an unanswered question. 
Whether reauthorization would lead to greater flexibility 
and a renewed commitment to provide the support needed 
to sustain systemic school reform also remains open to 
debate. Regardless, NCLB has sharpened the focus on 
the need for data to inform educational decisions and 
has presented educational practitioners and scholars with 
an unprecedented opportunity to impact national policy 
through research.
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targeting deficits, (4) providing support for training 
in collecting and using data correctly (for principals, 
teachers, support teams) and (5) providing support for 
intervention specialists to assist students who are behind.  
In contrast, state policies can impede such transformation 
by: (1) requiring standards that are not subject to review 
and modification, (2) mandating assessments that take 
too much time away from instruction  and (3) providing 
insufficient state support for classroom materials and 
supplies (see the ECS issue site on assessment: http://www.
ecs.org/html/issue.asp?issueid=12).

Other policies
Other state policies to foster systemic change in school 

districts include: (1) ensure that students are not locked into 
instructional tracks, (2) provide incentives for immediate 
intervention services, (3) provide support for alternatives 
that allow and encourage acceleration of student learning, 
particularly for those students not performing at grade 
level and (4) support professional development and job 
redesign (with the emphasis on instruction) for principals. 
For example, see “The First Ring Leadership Academy” 
(at http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/65/66/6566.pdf). 
This brief, supported by MetLife Foundation, examines a 
leadership academy that has achieved remarkable success 
with the “homegrown” approach to school leadership 
preparation in an area with challenges traditionally faced 
by inner-city districts. 

Influences of Charter School Policy on 
Systemic Change in K-12 Education
Irene Brock

Forty-one states and the District of Columbia now 
have charter school laws, according to The Center for 
Education Reform, http://www.edreform.com (January, 
2006). These pieces of legislation have allowed nearly 
3,600 charter schools to open in the U.S. (U.S. Charter 
Schools, http://www.uscharterschools.org, January 2006). 
The charter school movement is clearly enabling many 
students, parents and teachers to seek another avenue to 
meet needs that are unmet by traditional public schools.

Because of the freedoms that charter schools have from 
regulations, one might expect to find radically different 
curricular, pedagogical and organizational designs in 
these schools that are unavailable in traditional schools. 
Upon inspection, however, it is readily evident that charter 
schools tend to look curiously like traditional public 
schools, with an occasional magnet-school-like program 
dotting the charter landscape. If a major intent in the 
launch of the charter school movement was to enable and 
foster innovative educational designs for the information 
age, why is there so little of it? Does the opportunity not 
genuinely exist?

The most accurate answer is, “It depends.” A quick 
analysis of the collective body of states’ charter laws revealed 

that there are several supportive factors. Charter schools 
are self-governing and free to design their own curricula, 
instructional approaches, hours of operation  and student 
grouping structures. There are typically start-up funds and 
technical services available. In some states, the public per-
pupil funding flows directly from the state to the school. 
What, then, is impeding systemic change?

If we assume that learning in the information age 
means discovery and development of one’s strengths, 
interests, aptitudes and ambitions, as well as continuously 
enlarging and expanding the skills and tools of learning 
and advancing the ability to think and problem-solve at 
increasingly complex levels, then we now have radically 
different purposes and goals, and we need radically 
different school structures to achieve them — structures 
that are customized to individual student needs. Yet state 
charter laws require charter school students to achieve the 
same standards adopted for all public schools, and they 
must be evaluated by the same state-specified standardized 
test. Worse, within those standards are specific grade-
level standards and indicators, forcing all students to 
learn the same things at the same time and pace. There 
is no acknowledgement of the decades of research 
demonstrating that the learning rate, mode, pathways and 
purpose of students vary dramatically. Being limited to the 
same set of academic expectations and timelines set for 
regular public schools, charter schools will never be able 
to produce the needed transformation to truly learner-
centered, customized education for a society in which 
knowledge work has replaced most manual labor. 

Will charter schools get us where we need to go in 
the information age? It’s not likely. While they are granted 
various freedoms lacking in other public schools, in no 
state are charter schools currently free from the two 
controls that matter most — mandated state standards and 
assessment systems. Very few people have the expertise to 
design schools that meet the demands of this industrial-age 
paradigm and that of the information age simultaneously. 
State legislators and other officials must relinquish these 
two controls before charter schools will be able to change 
systemically to a more effective and appropriate paradigm 
of education.

Do charter schools hold any promise for systemic 
change? The major obstacle is that those who believe in the 
promise of charter schools have yet to realize that the most 
significant problem with current schools is not so much the 
schools themselves, but the paradigm, including the nature 
of the broader administrative and governance systems in 
which they must function. The charter school concept does 
hold promise, but it cannot fulfill its potential to produce 
the systemic change needed to move public education into 
an information-age paradigm until state legislatures recog-
nize and are willing to act upon at least these five things: 1) 
that better teachers, standards, curricula, assessments and 
schools are not the answer, while a new and different para-
digm is; 2) that more than a decade of research informs us 
about how young humans learn best; 3) that more time, 
money and facilitative resources are required for organiz-
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Influences of National Policy on K-12 
Education in an Asian Country: 
The Korean Case
Hongsoo Lee 

The Korean educational system
The current education system in Korea is much 

more centralized than in the United States. It operates in a 
top-down manner from the Ministry of Education (MOE) 
to each of the provincial offices of education, then to 
principals, to teachers and finally to students. The system 
has produced graduates who are not well suited to the 
challenges of today’s fast-paced information society.

The suprasystem’s impact on the schools  
The policy-makers in the MOE recognize the need 

to provide students with higher problem solving abilities 
and foster creative and critical thinking for their future 
work and life. Consequently, the MOE launched various 
educational reform efforts around 1997. However, the 
speed of change in the schools seems frustratingly slow, due 
to the absence of substantial support from the government. 
Without practical support from the top, it is impossible to 
change a centralized system which means that the role of 
suprasystems is very important in systemic change. 

Change from the top
 When government officials want to change on the 
national level, changes do not always happen in all schools. 
Because of the importance of stakeholders’ mindsets and 
the required resources, changes might not happen even 
on the top level. Let’s look at the experience of the Korean 
educational system. To prepare for the information-based 
and globalization era, the MOE has launched various 
reform efforts. For example, the MOE has set forth a 
new national curriculum focusing on learner-centered 
education and distribution of multimedia hardware and 
software to schools. The curriculum has emphasized 
constructivist inquiry and cooperative learning as teaching 
approaches and performance-based, authentic portfolios as 
assessment approaches. And recently the MOE has tried to 
develop systems for evaluating teachers’ effectiveness with 

assessment by students, parents and principals. However, 
those initiatives generally were not driven successfully. 

In the classrooms students are still doing sedentary 
work, listening to teachers and participating in recitations. 
The situation in classrooms prohibits students from 
feeling emotionally involved, thinking critically and being 
stimulated mentally as they are expected to do in the 
new system. For example, the introduction of a computer 
education curriculum for the information-based society 
brought unexpected negative effects. The application of 
computers and electronic musical instruments in music 
classes brought about decreasing emotional appreciation 
of music itself in students. Schools are only clinging to the 
“technical use” of technology rather the ethical and social 
issues related to problem solving and making informed 
decisions. The newly implemented assessment approaches 
that were to measure students’ individual differences 
and abilities based on continuous, performance-based, 
portfolio-based multiple measures also failed to serve 
their true purpose, leaving teachers to implement 
traditional assessments that measure students’ ability to 
recall selected knowledge. Consequently, the MOE had 
asked teachers to teach the subject matter with the new 
teaching and assessment approaches, but in the traditional 
environments.

These kinds of failures are due to the top-down process 
in implementing policy. The MOE did not succeed in 
providing a shared vision among the stakeholders and 
failed to provide scaffolding and substantial support for 
a positive teaching environment that is needed for the 
transformation of a school system. The MOE did not 
provide enough scaffolding to enable the teachers to 
adopt beliefs and values consistent with a new paradigm 
of education. There were very few efforts to help teachers 
prepare and plan for a reformed curriculum. Moreover, 
parents and community members were not ready for the 
change, and remained in the traditional mindset of a time-
based educational system. Without the shared vision of all 
stakeholders, these change efforts are fruitless. 

Without practical support to schools and teachers 
from the top for implementing a fundamental change, it 
is impossible for the change to succeed. In the decision-
making process for educational transformation, the 
government officials, subject matter experts, parents, 
community members and schoolteachers should develop 
shared ideals, purpose and vision of education for the 
future. It should be an opportunity to combine top-down 
and bottom-up approaches to change the educational 
system and to discover more appropriate scaffolding and 
substantial support for implementing the new policy. It 
is also important that the stakeholders in the educational 
system collaboratively select the appropriate model of the 
new system as well as their systemic change process (with 
expert input). The MOE alone should not develop a new 
system or select from a few models.
 

ers to design an information-age paradigm of schools; 4) 
that teachers and parents really can make good decisions 
about the educational needs of their students and 5) that 
there are no quick fixes to a quality educational system ap-
propriate for life in the Information Age. 

State leaders of all stripes must be far-sighted and 
strong enough to weather the short-term storms necessary 
to produce the substantial long-term gain in learning that 
charter schools could achieve.
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