
SYSTEMS THINKING 
LEADERSHIP





The SELPA System Improvement Leads (SIL) Project seeks to 
increase positive outcomes for students with disabilities by 

inspiring Special Education Local Plan Areas (SELPAs) and Local 
Education Agencies (LEAs) to engage in a culture of continuous 
improvement. The SIL team is committed to connecting SELPAs 

and LEAs throughout the state to resources with a focus on 
data use and governance, continuous improvement 
methodologies, and high-leverage practices. We are 
innovating with equity in mind to promote excellent 
educational outcomes for each and every student.



Today’s 
Presenter Jasmine Vance

SIL Improvement Facilitator
El Dorado County SELPA



Over the next three sessions, we will 
focus on:
Session 1: System Thinking Leadership
Session 2: Data Dive
Session 3: Learn Fast Implement Well

What to Expect? Series Overview



Follow Us for Ongoing Updates!

Share a favorite quote or take-away on social media!

Tag us and use the hashtags #SILLA



Welcome! Today’s Agenda

Welcome

Systems Thinking

The Power of a Problem Statement

The Vision Reality Gap

An Introduction to Process Mapping

Closing

Pages with this icon have an 
accompanying resource available 
on the Padlet.





Improvement Begins With…

…dissatisfaction with the status quo and a recognition that existing 
outcomes are either not desirable or just not good enough.

Vision
Current
Reality



How Often Have We…

…launched multiple 

efforts to improve 

educational 
outcomes?

…noticed the same problems still exist?



How Do We Know the Difference Between…

Change Improvement



Reflection to Turn and Talk



AN INTRODUCTION SYSTEMS 
THINKING 



Activity:  What is a System? 

An interdependent group of tools and materials, people, 
and processes which join together to accomplish work.



Seeing the 
System

It is hard to improve what you do 
not fully understand.



Leveraging 
Multiple 
Perspectives to 
See the System 



Perspectives: Discussion

In a small group, brainstorm a list of strategy  you 
currently use to see a system from multiple 
perspectives.

• Jot them down on a poster paper!



Reflection: 
Leveraging Multiple Perspectives to See the System 

Use your journal to respond to the following questions:

1. When addressing problems in your system, whose 
perspective do you often take into consideration? 
Whose perspective should you seek out?

2. What strategies do you currently use, or might you 
use, to expand your perspective? 
(look around the room and jot down any strategies that you 
may want to try)



BREAK



THE POWER OF A PROBLEM 
STATEMENT



Problem Statements

• Clearly communicate a gap in 
performance that teams are interested in 
closing

• Motivate teams to apply creative 
thinking to their system

• Are specific and concrete
• Do not contain an implied solution 

Reality Vision

Vision
Current
Reality



Problem Statement Examples

§ Office referral rates are 50% higher 
than the year before. 

§ Feedback to teachers is infrequent 
and not consistently actionable. 

Check for:
• A clear gap 

• Specificity

• Actionable

• No implied solution



In your journal, draft a problem 
statement for the problem or initiative 
you would like to focus on during our 

workshop today.

Reality Vision

Check for:
• A clear gap 

• Specificity

• Actionable

• No implied solution

Drafting a Problem Statement



Reading 
Discussion Chapter 1 (pg 21-30): 

• Spend 7 minutes independently 
reviewing Chapter 1

• Small Group Discussion
• Use the discussion questions to 

guide your conversation
• Keep in minge your problem 

statement as you discuss.



Opening/Connecting to perspectives (personal):
o What experiences do you have with soluntionitis?

Core (choose 1-3 as needed):
o How do you understand the importance of the principle “make the work 

problem-specific and user-centered?” How does this principle relate to 
pursuing more equitable systems?

o What are the main lessons we draw from the Swiffer case and the Baltimore 
schools case? (review figure 1.1)

o Can you make an argument against being problem-specific?
o Why do you think we often don’t take time to understand the problem?

Closing (examples)
o What do you anticipate will be the most difficult part (for you personally and 

for your team) about first taking time to understand the problem before 
beginning to solve it? What might you do to stay in the “understanding the 
problem zone?”

Reading Discussion Guiding Questions



LUNCH 



SYSTEMS MAPPING: 
REVEALING THE CONDITIONS THAT 

HOLD PROBLEMS IN PLACE





Systems 
Thinking 
Iceberg

Senge, P.M. The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the 
Learning Organization, 1st ed.; Doubleday/Currency: New York, 

NY, USA, 1990. Meadows, D.M. Leverage Points: Places to 
Intervene in a System; Sustainability Institute: Hartland, VT, USA, 

1999. With Adaptations: Perrenoud, M.R., August 2020

Interaction between Mental Models and Systems Artifacts creating various feedback 
structures to shape behavior and what can lead to transformative systemic change

Events/
Problem

Patterns or Processes

Underlying Structures

Mental Models System Artifacts



An Example

Events/
Problem

Patterns or Processes

Underlying Structures

Mental Models System Artifacts



EVENTS 
• Teachers are experiencing behavior 

challenges in the middle school 
classrooms 

• Behavior management strategies do 
not work 

PATTERNS or PROCESSES
• Behavior challenges steadily 

increase over the year(s) 
• Students are outspoken, loud, and 

disruptive to one another during 
learning time 

• More students are disengaged in 
class and the curriculum 

MENTAL MODELS  
• Students should speak softly and not 

shout, be seated and not running 
around 

• Shouting and running equals 
disruptive behavior for learning 

• The behavior management 
strategies are about teachers 
correcting students’ actions 

SYSTEM ARTIFACTS 
• The classroom is organized in such a 

way it constrains students from 
connecting (rows) 

• The schedule does not permit time 
for students to gather or work 
collaboratively 

• There is a code of conduct and 
behavior form for infractions 

• Behavior management curriculum is 
driven by external forces

Events/
Problem

Patterns or Processes

Underlying Structures

Mental Models System Artifacts



What’s your 
Iceberg?
Step 1: Locate your problem 
statement and place it at the top 
of your iceberg as the 
“Event/Problem”

Step 2: Construct your iceberg 
based on the problem that you 
have identified.

Step 3: Construct your Iceberg 
on a poster paper

Step 4: Post paper in an empty 
space on the wall around the 
room

Events/
Problem

Patterns or Processes

Underlying Structures

Mental Models System Artifacts



Iceberg Cruise 
(Gallery Walk)

Step 1: Grab post-its and a writing 
utensil.

Step 2: You will have 1 minute at 
each poster. Jot on post-its:

• Ah-has!!
• Questions/Wondering
• Things that resonate

Step 3: Return to your poster and 
read comments. Consider if there 
are is anything that you would 
change or add to your posters

Events/
Problem

Patterns or Processes

Underlying Structures

Mental Models System Artifacts



BREAK



IDENTIFYING AND 
MAPPING PROCESSES



What is a Process?

proc·ess /ˈpräˌses,ˈprōˌses/
noun
A series of actions or steps 
taken in order to achieve a 
particular end.



Processes Impacts System

When we don’t see processes, we:
• Blame people, instead of 

process
• Miss out on improvement 

opportunities
• Maintain default ways of doing 

things



Daily Processes

Consider your daily work or life processes.

Take one minute to jot down a list of some 
of your daily processes. 





If you can’t describe what you are doing as a 
process, you don’t know what you’re doing

- W. Edwards Deming



Why do we 
map current 
processes?



Process Map

What is it? 
• A graphical representation of the steps 

that come together to produce a 
particular outcome.

Why is it useful?
• Process maps create a shared 

understanding and provide valuable 
insights about strengths and gaps within 
a current workflow.



Process Map Symbols

• Rectangles with rounded edges show the start and end of the 
process. Identify these first.

• Rectangles are for steps performed in the process.
• Diamonds represent decision points.
• Arrows show the direction of the process steps.

Step Step StepYes

No

Decision 
Points 
(Y/N)

Step

Start Finish



Individual Practice Process Mapping

Map your process for one of the following: 
• Getting ready for work in the morning

Step Step StepYes

No

Decision 
Points 
(Y/N)

Step

Start Finish



Group Application:  Mapping a Process

In pairs determine roles:
Interviewee
• Share your process for getting ready 

for work in the morning
• Share the start/end points

Interviewer
• Ask questions to elicit steps in 

process from interviewee’s 
perspective

• Map process



Let’s Compare

In pairs compare:
o Interviewer share the process map 

that you created
o Look at the Process Map vs the one 

the interviewee created earlier.
§ How are they similar?
§ How do they differ?
§ Do you have the same number of 

decision points?



Whole Group Debrief

• How was this experience?
o Interviewer
o Interviewee

• Did you learn anything 
surprising from mapping these 
processes?



Example: Change in Placement Process

IEP Team member 
suspects need for 

change in 
placement

Set date to 
follow up and 

review decision

Parent signs in 
consent

Can needs 
be met in 
current 
setting?

Complete 
assessments

Convene IEP 
meeting to discuss 

concerns

Determine Least 
restrictive 
placement

Create 
transition plan 

to new 
placement

Team continues 
with current IEP

Discuss student 
present levels & 

review file

Additional 
info 

needed ?

Convene 
IEP

Revise needs, 
goals and 
services

Sign 
assessment 

plan 

Yes

No

No

Yes



Creating a Process Map: Tips and Tricks

Focus on current process, not the ideal or what “should be”

Do not guess at the steps if you don’t know 

Look for decision points

Make decision points a yes/no question 

Start with beginning and end points 



Process Mapping in Context

Revisit your Iceberg:
• Did you list any processes that may 

be important to improving on the 
problem you identified? If not add 
one

• Then create a process map to 
reflect the one of the processes 
that you identified for your 
problem statement.

Events/
Problems

Patterns or Processes

Underlying Structures

Mental Models System Artifacts



Virtual Session Pre-Work

Create a second process map from another 
perspective or map a second process. 

Process Map Refresher Video:
https://vimeo.com/546166719



SURVEY



Interested In Learning More?

Visit the System 
Improvement Leads 

website for 
valuable resources, 

tools and 
professional 

learning 
opportunities.

https://systemimprovement.org/



Upcoming 
Professional 

Learning

For a full list of workshops and registration info please visit:
https://systemimprovement.org/professional-learning

Improvement Science Basics 
Starts September 1st!

The Improvement Science Basics is a 
project-based course where teams 
work through systems challenges that 
they may face when supporting 
students with disabilities, as well as 
learning foundational components of 
Improvement Science.



Questions and Comments



Thank You!

Presenter Contact:

Jasmine Vance
Improvement Facilitator

Jvance@edcoe.org

Stay connected with us!

https://systemimprovement.org/

mailto:Mmccue@edcoe.org
https://systemimprovement.org/

