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Goals 
The primary goal of the Journey Toward Excellence in the MSD of Decatur Township is to bring 

about a paradigm change in education. Just as we needed to change the paradigm of education 

from the one-room schoolhouse to the current factory model of schools when we transitioned 

from the agrarian age to the industrial age, so we now need to change the paradigm of education 

as we transition into the information age. 

 

We know that people learn at different rates, yet we typically teach the same amount of content 

in the same amount of time to a large group of learners. By holding time constant, we force 

achievement to vary – we doom some children to be left behind – and we use a norm-based 

grading system to make sure that happens. So the major purpose of this time-based, standardized, 

factory model of schools is sorting students, not learning. Actually, sorting was appropriate in 

the industrial age when manual labor was the predominant form of work and we did not need to 

– and could not afford to – educate large numbers of students. We needed to separate the laborers 

from the managers. 

 

However, in the information age the predominant form of work is knowledge work, and we now 

need to educate a far greater proportion of our students to master higher-order thinking skills and 

to deal effectively with a much more complex world. We need to refocus our educational 

systems on learning rather than sorting. So, instead of holding time constant for learners and 

thereby forcing achievement to vary, we must hold achievement constant at a proficiency level, 

and allow children the time they need to reach proficiency. This is a completely different 

paradigm of education that requires massive changes in our use of time, talent, and technology. 

Rules, roles, and relationships must all now change dramatically. Instructional systems, 

assessment systems, and even record-keeping systems must all be fundamentally changed, as 

they were when we changed paradigm from the one-room schoolhouse to the factory model of 

schools. 

 

Paradigm change is far more difficult than piecemeal reform. Hence, the Decatur systemic 

transformation process is guided by a knowledge base comprised of three elements: core ideas 

about the transformation process, steppingstones in the transformation process, and touchstones 

in the transformation process. Each of these is described next, followed by a statement of 

resource needs for another school corporation to engage in the systemic transformation process. 

What follows is just the “tip of the iceberg” of the knowledge developed through the Decatur 

systemic transformation process. 

 

Core Ideas 
The Decatur systemic transformation process is guided by the following set of core ideas 

about the change process: 

 

 Change in mental-models is the most important result of any systemic transformation 

process, for a customized, attainment-based, learning-focused paradigm of education 

represents a different mental model about education than does a standardized, time-based, 



sorting-focused paradigm. Without a change in mental models, stakeholders will not 

support the changes and they will not understand the changes well enough for them to 

succeed. 

 Broad stakeholder involvement. A large number of stakeholders must undergo change in 

mental models, or there will be more resisters than supporters of the educational changes. 

Stakeholders can only evolve their thinking if they are involved in the change process. 

 Process over product. Given the first two core ideas, the actual decisions made about the 

new system (the “product”) are less important than the experiences that the participants 

have during the change process, for it is the experiences that help people to expand their 

thinking or mental models about education. 

 Stakeholder ownership. Nobody likes being changed. People are committed to change 

over which they feel a sense of ownership. Commitment is essential for change as 

complex as systemic transformation. 

 Participatory leadership. Stakeholder ownership cannot be generated without the 

participatory/developmental/transformational/servant paradigm of leadership, which 

stands in contrast to the top-down, command-and-control paradigm of leadership that 

predominated during the industrial age. Participatory leadership generates not only 

greater commitment to the changes, but also more creativity in the design of the new 

paradigm of education. 

 Leadership and political support. As industrial-age systems, current educational systems 

are run by elected and appointed leaders. They must support the paradigm change, or it 

will not happen. 

 Culture. Culture is important in two ways. First, as Michael Fullan argues, systemic 

transformation is reculturing. Reculturing is a result of the change process. Second, 

systemic transformation requires a certain kind of culture for it to succeed. It is an 

essential part of the change process. Some of the most important elements of the culture 

include empowerment, inclusion, consensus-building, collaboration, systems thinking, 

trust, disclosure, and no blame. 

 Idealized design. The most important challenge of a systemic transformation process is to 

help stakeholders transcend their current mental models about education (see books by 

Bela Banathy and Peter Senge). To do so, stakeholders must be encouraged to think in 

the ideal about what their educational system should be like (see Russell Ackoff’s book). 

 Emergence and leverage. A new paradigm of education is far too complex and time 

consuming to invent all at once, before implementing it. However, if a paradigm change 

is made in just one part of a system, it will be incompatible with the rest of the system, 

which will work to change it back. Therefore, the initial changes to be made must be of 

high enough leverage to exert more influence on changing the rest of the system than the 

rest of the system exerts on them to change back. After the initial high-leverage changes 

are made, the remaining changes “emerge” as they are found helpful to support the initial 

changes. 

 Redesign learning experiences first. The design of the new paradigm of education must 

begin by redesigning the learning experiences, and then progress to designing the 



instructional systems that best support those learning experiences, then the administrative 

systems that best support those instructional systems, and finally the governance systems 

that best support the rest of the new paradigm. 

 

Stepping Stones for the Transformation Process 
There are six steps for the stepping stones, which are described next. 

 

Step 1. Initiate a Systemic Transformation Effort 

1. An external facilitator from Indiana University assessed his readiness and prepared 

himself. (Fall 2000) 

2. The IU facilitator explored working with four school districts, assessed the districts’ 

readiness, and selected Decatur as the one at the highest level of readiness after 

expressions of interest in being involved by the leaders of all stakeholder groups. (Jan-

Feb 2001) 

 

Step 2. Develop a Core Team and District Capacity 

1. The IU facilitator helped the district stakeholder leaders to form a Core Team and 

developed its culture and capacity for systemic transformation. (Mar 2001 - Feb 2003) 

a. The purpose of this team was to develop a culture and capacity for systemic 

transformation that would survive the team’s expansion into a 30-member 

Leadership Team (because forming such a big team would otherwise likely have 

resulted in the team developing a culture and dynamic of its own that could have 

been detrimental to the systemic transformation process). 

b. Members included the superintendent, a school board member, the head of the 

teachers’ association, an influential principal, and an influential parent leader. 

c. Capacity included an understanding of systems thinking, the systemic change 

process, systems design, dialogue, and small-group facilitation; and adoption of a 

set of values for the transformation process. 

2. The Core Team held a series of community forums in every school to build 

understanding of systemic transformation and why it is needed, and systemic thinking 

and why it is essential to systemic transformation. (Jan - Apr 2002) 

 

Step 3. Develop a District-Wide Framework and Additional Capacity 

1. The Core Team expanded into a Leadership Team of about 25 people and developed its 

culture and capacity for systemic transformation. It’s functions included: (a) build a 

convincing case for the needs and opportunities for systemic transformation, (b) provide 

leadership in deciding on the nature of the transformation, and (c) gradually assume 

responsibility for the transformation process itself. (Feb 2003 - Present) 

a. The Leadership Team included all stakeholder groups: teachers from all levels, several 

principals, non-teaching staff, two board members, parents, community leaders, teachers’ 

association president, and central office administrators. 



b. The Core Team expanded into a Steering Committee that provided strategic thinking for 

the Leadership Team. 

2. The Leadership Team developed a district-wide Ideal Vision for their schools. It was 

approved by the Board of Trustees in Feb 2005. (Nov 2003 - Dec 2004) 

3. The Leadership Team formed an Ownership Committee to build stakeholder ownership 

in the Ideal Vision, a Process Committee to shepherd the transformation process, a 

Coordination Committee to coordinate and support the formation and operations of 

design teams in the schools, and an Alignment Committee to ensure that all current and 

new change efforts would be aligned with the Ideal Vision. (Jan 2005 - Jan 2006) 

4. The Leadership Team’s Ownership Committee held a series of community forums in 

every school to develop broad stakeholder ownership of, and commitment to, the Ideal 

Vision by encouraging them to offer revisions to it. (Aug - Dec 2004) 

5. Principals and Central Office staff were given a workshop on the Ideal Vision. (Jun – 

Aug 2005) 

6. A Central Support Team was formed of central office staff to do much of the work that 

the Leadership Team needed to be done, particularly for supporting the soon-to-be-

formed school design teams. (Aug 2005 - Aug 2006) 

 

Step 4. Develop Additional Capacity 

1. The Leadership Team’s Coordination Committee and the Central Support Team helped 

each school to form a Self-Assessment Team, each of which conducted a school 

readiness analysis, developed a readiness enhancement plan, and worked on enhancing its 

readiness. (Fall 2005 - Spring 2006) 

2. The position of Assistant Superintendent for Transformation was created to assume 

responsibility for all district change efforts under the umbrella of the transformation 

effort and to align each with the Ideal Vision. (Jan 2007 - Present) 

3. Journey Toward Excellence Mondays (JTEMs) were instituted to help all teachers and 

building administrators to advance their understanding of systemic transformation. (Fall 

2007 - Present) 

4. The Leadership Team will soon form and capacitate a District Design Team. 

5. The Cluster Design Team will develop a strategy for school transformation, which will 

address such questions as: Will all schools transform at same time? Will the lowest grade 

levels transform first, gradually progressing to higher levels? Will supplemental 

programs in all schools be transformed first? Will average performing schools transform 

first? 

 

Step 5. Design the New Schools 

1. The Decatur Enrichment Center was designed. (2003) 

2. The Decatur Discovery Academy was designed by adopting the Expeditionary Learning 

model.  (2005-2006) 



3. The Central High School formed a Design Team, which developed a broad strategy for 

transforming its school – dividing it into five small learning communities, called 

Academies. (2005 - 2006) 

4. Each Academy formed a Design Team that designed its new school. One of those 

adopted the New Tech High School model, while the others invented their own models. 

(2006 – Aug 2007) 

5. The Middle School formed a Design Team, which eventually developed a broad strategy 

of dividing into two “houses”. (Dec 2006 - Aug 2008) 

6. The two Intermediate Schools formed Design Teams, which soon disbanded due to the 

district decision to change the enrollment configurations of all schools P-6. (Nov 2008 - 

Mar 2009) 

 

Step 6. Implement the New Schools 

1. The Decatur Enrichment Center was opened in January 2004. 

2. The Decatur Discovery Academy was opened in August 2006. 

3. The High School Academies were opened in August 2007. 

4. Full-day kindergarten for all students began in August 2007. 

5. The Middle School opened as two “houses” in August 2008. 

 

Touchstones for the Transformation Process 

There were many touchstones for Decatur’s transformation process. Due to space limitations, 

only a few are listed here: 

a.  Periodic 1- or 2-day retreats were far more efficient than 2-hour meetings. 

b.  It would have been helpful to buy people’s time to participate in meetings, so they 

could have been held more often, thereby greatly speeding up the process. 

c.  A formal contract should have been signed prior to beginning each phase of the 

systemic transformation process. 

d.  The decision-making process should be a consensus-building process, not a voting 

process. All meetings should focus on building consensus. 

e.  For true consensus to be built, participants must be encouraged to disclose any 

disagreements with an emerging consensus. 

f.  The Leadership Team needs to communicate frequently with all stakeholders about 

their work. 

 


