
Around the room, students seated 

at group tables with four or five 

of their peers are at work on large 

poster boards filling up with drawings 

and cutout photos. But mostly each 

poster is full of words—circled words, 

connected to other words by lines, like 

ideas on a web diagram.

 “This is my systems map,” Marco 

R. explains. “It’s about the animal 

system on Zuckerman’s Farm in 

Charlotte’s Web.” Take a closer look 

and you can see how Marco identifies 

the various animals in the book—pigs, 

cows, chickens—and how their roles 

on the farm are interrelated: both 

as characters in the story, as well as 

their parts in a broader food system 

in which farms, like Zuckerman’s, 

operate.

It turns out that Charlotte’s Web 

is fertile ground for the sophisticated 

concept of systems thinking, a new 

teaching and learning approach at 

Wildwood’s elementary school that 

is altering the way that even our 

youngest students view their world 

and is preparing them for a complex 

and evolving future.

O
u

r 
W

il
dw

oo
d

/W
in

te
r 

20
14

e l e m e n t a r y  f e a t u r e

2/3

embracing complexity

Systems thinking acknowledges 

that our world consists of intricate 

webs of natural and man-made 

systems. These systems are our 

realities—our families and schools, 

our communities, even the plumbing 

in our homes all are systems that 

intersect and depend on each other, 

all operating according to their own 

rules yet integrated into broader 

systems.

 The systems thinking approach 

at Wildwood acknowledges this 

complexity and challenges each 

student’s ability to comprehend and 

learn from it. According to the Waters 

Foundation, a national organization 

dedicated to promoting systems 

thinking in K-12 education, schools, 

like Wildwood, that emphasize 

systems thinking help develop citizens 

who more easily:

> Understand that they are part 

of a community and as such have 

an effect on the success of the 

community

> Approach civic problems from a 

holistic view

> Are able to analyze situations in 

a framework that is empowering 

and leads to increased personal 

responsibility1 

 

understanding =
systems thinking

by Steve Barrett, DIRECTOR OF OUTREACH, TEACHING, AND LEARNING

Sarah Simon’s 2nd grade class is in the middle of 
reading Charlotte’s Web and talking about all the 
things that go on in the barn at Zuckerman’s Farm. 
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Whatever professional and personal 

endeavors our students pursue in 

their futures, developing a capacity 

for systems thinking today trains 

their minds to see the big picture, 

understanding cause and effect and 

the interrelationship of systems.

systems thinking:  
origins in education

Various academic and professional 

fields have long aligned their practice 

with a systems thinking approach; 

today, the method is increasingly 

popular in K-12 classroom settings.

Dr. Jay Forrester, an MIT 

electrical and computer engineer 

by training, first developed systems 

thinking in the 1950s. Using the 

nascent method of computer 

modeling to study systems underlying 

industrial business cycles, he and 

others expanded and applied it to 

study urban planning, global warming, 

and organizational management. 

Today, Forrester is 95 years old 

and still a professor emeritus of 

Management System Dynamics at MIT 

Sloan School of Management.

 His influence is widely evident 

today. Many thought leaders across 

disciplines acknowledge that systems 

thinking is essential to identifying 

and planning strategically to build 

effective collaborations among 

governments, nongovernmental 

organizations, businesses, and 

individuals committed to addressing 

the most pressing global issues 

today: environmental degradation, 

poverty, and hunger. Among the 

noted scholars who advance the 

systems thinking approach are Peter 

Senge, author, scientist, and director 

for organizational learning at MIT’s 

Sloan School of Management; author 

and organizational behavior expert 

Margaret Wheatley; and Michael 

Fullan, a Canadian educational 

researcher and former dean of the 

Ontario Institute for Studies  

in Education.

systems in a  
2nd grader’s world

This year at Wildwood’s elementary 

school, Sarah Simon and associate 

teachers Jessica Collins and Molly 

Kirkpatrick gave students their initial 

taste of systems thinking on the very 

first day of school. The teachers 

helped them identify all the systems 

that make a classroom operate 

smoothly: the morning meeting 

system, the lining-up system, and 

the hand-raising system, to name a 

few. “The kids learn to appreciate,” 

Sarah says, “how each system 

has its particular purpose and, 

working together, helps to make for 

a functional and efficient learning 

environment.”

 Since then, students in all three 

of Wildwood’s 2nd grade classes have 

been looking for systems everywhere. 

Visit any 2nd grade classroom to 

see these systems and the class 

discussions that revealed them, 

recorded on systems maps—from 

classroom jobs to Wildwood’s hot-

lunch program to even the U.S. mail.

 The experience has left students 

wanting even more.

 Stefanie Grutman, 2nd grade 

head teacher, talks about an 

interesting request that her 2nd 

graders made earlier this year: They 

wanted homework. “They’ve been 

so excited about finding systems,” 

Stefanie says, “that they all said 

they wanted to take the weekend to 

identify all the systems they notice 

outside of school.” So her students 

eagerly brought their work home—

uncovering all the component parts 

and rules that govern the way our 

world and society work. Students 

identified plant systems and food 

systems, and “even the systems 

underlying our alphabets,”  

Stefanie says. 
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expert insights:  
systems brought them together

Three years ago, Sarah was 

introduced to Dr. Barbara Moreno, 

who had recently retired from 

classroom teaching at Open Magnet 

Charter School in Los Angeles. 

Barbara provided the inspiration  

and experience that spurred Sarah  

to bring systems thinking to  

Wildwood School.

 Wildwood parent Amy Ardell’s 

son was a student in Sarah’s 

2nd grade class. One day, Amy 

chaperoned a class field trip to 

the aquarium at the Santa Monica 

Pier. When the class returned to 

Wildwood, Sarah brought up the topic 

of environmental sustainability—but  

Amy and Sarah noticed students 

struggling with the concept. 

Seeing an opportunity to help, 

Amy contacted Barbara, knowing 

that Barbara had successfully used 

systems thinking in her classrooms 

for many years. 

 It was a fortuitous connection. 

Sarah began working with Barbara, 

who helped her design learning 

experiences that integrated systems 

thinking. Sarah saw how her students 

responded with excitement and  

growing depth of learning. Inspired 

by how students were responding to 

the systems learning approach, Sarah 

began sharing the systems work with 

her two 2nd grade head teaching 

colleagues, Stefanie Grutman and 

Monique Marshall—who began 

incorporating systems thinking into 

their own classroom practices. For 

the first few months of this school 

year, the relationship was formalized. 

Barbara provided professional 

development to all Wildwood 

elementary teachers.

teacher/learner

Educational consultant Dr. Barbara 

Moreno describes herself as a lifelong 

learner. In addition to her work with 

Wildwood, she runs a private therapy 

practice specializing in the needs of 

school-age children. Her introduction 

to systems thinking stemmed from 

her days as a classroom teacher 

and her particular interest in 

environmental education—which 

had been influenced by authors like 

physicist Fritjof Capra, Buddhist 

scholar Joanna Macy, and former 

Vice President Al Gore.

Barbara sees the value of 

systems thinking as twofold. “Systems 

thinking,” she says, “provides us the 

possibility of raising a generation of 

children who truly understand that 

we are all connected, with each other 

and our environment.”  

 In addition, Barbara understands 

that systems thinking serves 

not only an external purpose of 

getting children to understand 

the interconnections of things in 

the world but also an internal one. 

“Systems thinking can change 

behavior,” Barbara says. “It provides 

kids a language to articulate their 

responsibilities to their fellow 

humans, not just out there in the 

world but right here in the classroom. 

Kids understand that their actions 

and attitudes can affect the tone and 

productivity of the classroom, as well 

as the world.”

systems thinking and  
social justice

For Wildwood 2nd graders, the 

introduction to systems thinking 

revealed some surprising findings 

when everyday systems were closely 

examined. 

Last year, a study of local food 

systems—how food gets from farms to 

our families—led students to discover 

big disparities in the access that Los 

Angeles residents in less-affluent 

neighborhoods have to healthy food 

choices compared to many students’ 

own neighborhoods. 

Monique saw that systems 

thinking effectively prompts kids 
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or disagree: In my neighborhood,

I have access to plenty of fresh,

organic produce.” All the Wildwood

kids agreed with the statement,

while all their Central High buddies

disagreed. That disconnect, Monique

says, caused students to face

something that many of their Central

High buddies knew from firsthand

experience: That systems don’t always

serve everyone equitably. And they

were spurred to action, wanting to

know what they could do to address

this inequity.

“Our ultimate goal wasn’t just

to learn about broken systems and

feel bad that they exist,” Monique

says. “We wanted kids to know how

they can take action.” Next, Monique’s

students took on a public education

campaign. They created and

produced illustrated informational

cards and took them to various LA

neighborhoods to inform residents

how and where they could seek out

fresh, nutritious foods and connect

with organizations that promote

farmers markets and community

gardening. Another insight for

systems thinkers: If the system

doesn’t work, help citizens to create

a new one that does.

a new system for teaching
and learning

to face significant social justice

issues—like the connection between

socioeconomic status, race, and

public health.

“We went on a neighborhood

walking tour to find the systems

that operate all around us,” Monique

describes. “We went into the local

Vons supermarket and discussed

the systems needed to get food

from its sources to the store

aisle—like farming, irrigation, and

transportation.” It turns out that

most of Monique’s students took for

granted that these systems work

together to provide their families

with a bevy of fruits, vegetables, and

other healthy food choices in their

neighborhoods.

“But their reality was really

challenged,” Monique says, “when

we did an activity with our Central

High buddies.” For the past six years,

Monique’s classes have had a unique

partnership with older students

from Central High School, a public

continuation high school located

in the Mar Vista Gardens housing

project in Culver City. “During one

of the Central High visits to our

class,” Monique continues, “we did an

activity called ‘Agree or Disagree.’”

Monique asked everyone to

respond to this prompt: “Agree

“Systems thinking provides us
the possibility of raising a generation

of children who truly understand
that we are all connected, with each

other and our environment.”
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Beyond deepening our students’ 

thinking and learning, systems 

thinking has also enhanced the way 

that Wildwood teachers approach their 

craft. “Systems thinking has absolutely 

changed the way I approach teaching,” 

says Sarah, who has spent 15 years 

in the classroom. “Each part of the 

curriculum now builds on itself as the 

year progresses—one unit, lesson, or 

idea connects to the next and so on.” 

Sarah also speaks to how systems 

thinking has deepened students’ 

powers of observation—attuning them 

to the inherent connections in the 

natural world.

 This way of teaching makes each 

school day feel so full of purpose and 

results in teachers teaching with even 

more intention and thoughtfulness.  

“You see it in their artwork,” Sarah 

says. “When kids draw trees, they 

don’t stop at the ground but also 

include the roots and animals living in 

the branches because we have talked 

so much about those tree systems.”

 It shows children that teachers 

are learners, too, and that we never 

stop learning.

 Fully bringing systems thinking 

into the Wildwood experience also  

means identifying ways of integrating 

the approach into the existing 

curriculum. In August, Barbara led a 

workshop for all elementary faculty to 

help them find opportunities to rethink 

lessons and experiences to highlight 

systems thinking, ensuring that the 

orientation is present consistently 

throughout every student’s 

experience.

 In 4th grade, teachers have 

applied systems thinking to their 

California history units, helping 

students develop connections between 

our state’s various historical periods, 

geographic locations, and people. 

And teachers in the Pods have found 

natural applications to their social 

studies focus: the World of Work. For 

example, Alli Newell, Whale Pod head 

teacher, recently shared with her 

colleagues how her students identified 

the systems that operate in the 

workplaces around Wildwood: the U.S. 

Post Office, the laundromat, and even 

Grand View Boulevard Elementary 

across the street.

 Barbara and Sarah capped their 

partnership this year by sharing their 

good work with a national audience 

this fall at the Progressive Education 

Network’s (PEN) National Conference 

in Los Angeles.

systems are fun

Systems thinking prompts students 

to intently focus on the Life Skills of 

Curiosity and Organizing through what 

educators call divergent thinking: It’s 

an essential component of creativity—

finding relationships and connections 

between two seemingly disparate 

ideas can help train students to find 

novel solutions to complex problems. 

It also allows them to go deeper into a 

topic that they’re studying.

 There’s another benefit that 

systems thinking provides students—

as Laurel H., a 2nd grader in Sarah’s 

class shared when describing one of 

her systems maps: “It’s fun to find 

connections. Once you figure out one 

system, you find another one that 

connects to it. It never ends!” Her 

classmate, Audrey S., explains why she 

likes making systems maps this way: 

“It lets you put together your own 

information book about a topic.”

 Systems thinking validates the 

kinds of divergent thinking that kids 

naturally do as they seek to make 

sense of their world. 

 At Wildwood’s elementary 

school, our students’ essential 

skills are constantly reinforced as 

they gain agility in identifying and 

understanding their increasingly 

complex and connected worlds with a 

systems thinking approach. WW

1. “Benefits for the Community.” Systems 

Thinking In Schools. Waters Foundation, 2013. 

Web. 7 Nov. 2013.  

watersfoundation.org/the-benefits/community.
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