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ABSTRACT

The following research review is a companion to “Transforming Education for Holistic Student
Development: Learning from Education System (Re)building Around the World” (Datnow et al.,
2022), a summary report that explores the work of building and rebuilding education systems
to support holistic student development in six systems around the world (in Singapore, Ireland,
Chile, Canada, India, and the United States) and in one cross-national system (the International
Baccalaureate). This review synthesizes the research foundations of four topics central to the
summary report: the contemporary policy focus on holistic student development; instruction,
teaching, and learning; (re)building education systems; and the demands on education
leaders. It also situates these topics in the global education context. Insights from the review
support readers in engaging the summary report both (a) to understand and appreciate

the work of these seven initiatives, and (b) to think critically about the ways that their work
extends and complicates leading theory and research bearing on (re)building education
systems to support holistic student development

RESEARCH FOUNDATIONS


https://www.brookings.edu/research/transforming-education-for-holistic-student-development/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/transforming-education-for-holistic-student-development/

| INTRODUCTION

The following research review is a companion to “Transforming Education for Holistic Student
Development: Learning from Education System (Re)building Around the World” (Datnow et al.,
2022).

Prepared in anticipation of the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) Transforming Education Summit in September 2022, the report explores the work of
building and rebuilding education systems to support holistic student development. It focuses
specifically on the journeys of seven education systems—situated in high- and low-middle-
income countries with democratic traditions—as they make the whole child the center of their
work. They include national initiatives in Singapore, Ireland, and Chile; provincial, territorial, and
local initiatives in Canada, India, and the U.S.; and a cross-national initiative in the International
Baccalaureate. All seven systems operate in policy contexts pressing for measurable gains

in students’ academic learning, and none seeks to compromise academic rigor. Yet all seven
aim to go further by supporting the intellectual, physical, emotional, social, cultural, and moral
development of students.

Rather than via a conventional research review, the report on these seven systems is
motivated and framed by a thought experiment aimed at building readers’ shared intuitions
around ideas and matters that, ultimately, become central to the analysis of their work building
and rebuilding education systems for holistic student development. To engage both heart

and mind, the thought experiment guides readers in exploring a rhetorical question: What
would it mean—and what would it take—to build education systems that develop every child as
would that child’s own parents? Exploration of that question, in turn, motivates the empirical
question taken up in the rest of the report: Is there evidence that it is even possible to (re)build
academically focused education systems to support holistic student development?

The following review details the research foundations that underlie our thought experiment
and that frame our subsequent analyses of these seven education systems. The review is
structured in five sections:

* Centering holistic student development: why, and why now?

* Instruction, teaching, and learning

(Re)building education systems
* Demands on education leaders

* The global context

While this review functions as a stand-alone synthesis, it is more meaningfully engaged in
dialogue with our full report. We encourage readers to read our full report and to engage the
thought experiment that motivates and frames it as a prelude to this review of the research
foundations.
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CENTERING HOLISTIC

STUDENT DEVELOPMENT:
WHY, AND WHY NOW?

The logic and principles of holistic student development have deep roots in ancient and
religious traditions, in philosophical and intellectual advances, and in social and reform
movements. There are examples of these deep roots evolving into fully formed education
systems (e.g., Steiner, Montessori, and Reggio Emilia) and animating national education
ecologies (e.g., Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands).

Yet a collection of matters has driven holistic student development to the forefront of global
education policy discourse, including declining mental health among children and adolescents;
rising calls for increased parent and community voice in educational aims and approaches;
and growing realization of the individual consequences of societal, political, and ecological
turbulence. The COVID-19 pandemic has brought this collection of matters to a crisis point.

Indeed, the global pandemic underscored the importance of education systems addressing
the needs of the whole child rather than solely their cognitive development. Attending to
students’ socio-emotional well-being and supporting them in navigating today’s complex local
and global realities requires that education systems think more broadly about their charge.
Whereas many countries’ prior reform efforts focused on improving student performance in
tested subjects involving numeracy and literacy, increasing attention is now paid to developing
student capacities in areas that are perhaps not as easily measured but are critically
important. Winthrop et al. (2018) refer to a wider range of capacities as a “breadth of skills”:

“Breadth of skills” refers to the expanded set of skills that education systems
should help young people develop. Traditional skills, such as literacy and
numeracy, must be complemented with skills such as collaboration, problem
solving, and creativity. Children’s cognitive, social, and emotional abilities
must be brought to bear in developing their breadth of skills (p.8).

Winthrop et al. (2018) further note that a breadth of skills is sometimes also referred to as
a set of “21st-century skills.” Such conceptions and similar notions often focus primarily

on a set of core competencies that students should be able to demonstrate. For example,
Fullan and Scott’s (2014) “Six Cs of Deep Learning” encompass creativity, communication,
critical thinking, citizenship, character, and collaboration. Importantly, noting the system
transformation that is required to support these goals for students, Fullan and Scott explain
that the “Six Cs” approach is part of a system in which teachers shift to become “proactive
learning partners” rather than the “sage on the stage” (p.7).
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Yet the increasing calls for holistic student
development go further, also prioritizing students’
socio-emotional learning and well-being in system
change efforts. Although this movement was gaining
fuel before 2020, the pandemic has accelerated
interest in this direction. This shift marks a departure
from the “academics obsession” that prioritizes
testing and competition to a system that integrates
well-being and learning (Fullan, 2021). The Learning
Policy Institute (n.d.) portrays cognitive and academic
development as interconnected with socio-emotional
and identity development as well as mental and
physical health. It emphasizes the systemic shifts that
are required to support whole child development. These
include “designing learning environments to support
the whole child; developing curriculum, instruction,
and assessments for deeper learning; preparing
educators for whole child practice; and changing policy
and systems to support the whole child” (Learning
Policy Institute, n.d., para. 3). Each of these elements
is important in transforming education systems
beyond academic development to holistic student
development.

Learning environments that support the whole child
understand learning as an expansive, socio-cultural,
and interactional process that involves the development
of the whole person, not just their cognitive capacities
(McKinney de Royston et al., 2020). Such broader
conceptions of learning are a significant departure
from earlier notions of learning as an individual and
cognitive activity, and they are even more of a departure
from behavioral notions of learning. Building on these
new conceptions has significant implications for how
schools and education systems do their work. “Schools
that take these principles into account will honor
diverse cultural repertoires, partner with families and
communities, and promote deep engagement with the
disciplines, with one’s identities and communities, and
with equitable social change” (McKinney de Royston et
al., 2020, p. 13).

Equity is an important guiding purpose of education
that supports holistic student development, and the
provision of a wide range of supports helps ensure that
all students can thrive. Focusing on students’ assets

rather than their deficits is foundational to supporting
the whole child (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Recognizing
the cultural wealth within communities is also essential
to fostering positive identity development as another
component of holistic student development (Yosso,
2005). Increasing attention is also being paid to
creating schools, particularly those in underresourced
localities, that function as community hubs that
coordinate social services, health care, and education
to address student and family needs (National Center
on Education and the Economy, 2021; Saunders et al.,
2021). These kinds of shifts are important to ensure
equity in education as education systems transform to
attend to holistic student development.

Transforming systems to support an expansive view of
learning for all children is a monumental undertaking,
but there are signs of movement in this direction. For
example, regarding policy shifts in the United States,
the federal Every Student Succeeds Act provides
opportunities, resources, and incentives for states to
include measures of socio-emotional development

in their accountability systems (Melnick et al., 2017).
Standardized college entrance tests (e.g., the SAT and
ACT) have become optional for admissions in many
U.S. universities in an acknowledgement that they are
inequitable. There is growing recognition that engaging
in deeper learning is important, even though it is not yet
widespread in core classes (Mehta & Fine, 2019).

Across the globe, and as evidenced by the seven

case studies that we explore in our summary report,
the transformation of school systems into education
systems that support the whole child (and, further, into
evidence-based learning systems that continuously
improve over time) is beginning to take root in some
jurisdictions and to deepen in others.
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INSTRUCTION, TEACHING,
AND LEARNING

Centering holistic student development also requires attention to the primary site for student
development in schools: instruction, both within and beyond classrooms (Cohen, 1988; Cohen,
2011; Spillane et al., 2019). That, in turn, requires care in conceptualizing, reasoning, and
thinking about what we mean not only by “instruction” but also by “teaching” and “learning.”

For example, teaching is sometimes thought of as something that teachers “do” to students,
as if teachers could somehow develop students in ways they see fit. This view equates
teaching with the behaviors or moves teachers use to transfer a fixed body of knowledge,
often codified in an official curriculum, to their students (Brophy & Good, 1986; Dunkin &
Biddle, 1974; Mitzel, 1960; Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986). Learning, in turn, is sometimes
thought of as an outcome of teaching and as a change in students’ knowledge, skill, or
dispositions.

By contrast, we conceptualize teaching, learning, and instruction as categories of active
work—that is, as forms of practice—that contribute to students’ development: teaching as work
enacted by teachers; learning as work enacted by students; and instruction as work coenacted
by teachers and students as they teach and learn in collaboration with (and in relation to) each
other. As categories of work and forms of practice, these are activities to which teachers and
students are habituated. These are also activities that teachers and students can improve and
enact to greater effect, on their own and in collaboration with each other.

Indeed, pursuing rising ambitions for holistic student development will require that schools
and education systems cultivate conditions for supporting, developing, improving, and
maintaining the essential practices that contribute to holistic student development: the work
of teaching, learning, and instruction. Far beyond shifting teachers from the “sage on the
stage” to “proactive learning partners,” this effort will require that schools, systems, and those
leading them shift beyond an exclusive focus on teaching to a more comprehensive focus

on instruction as a collective practice coenacted by teachers and students using situated
intellectual, cultural, and material resources.

This view draws on theory and research that de-centers teachers (and teaching) as a primary
focus and instead puts teachers (and teaching) in dynamic relationships with students

(and learning), with content and materials, and with the contexts in which they interact. For
example, in their seminal analysis of instruction, capacity, and improvement, Cohen and

Ball (1999) refer to teachers, students, and materials as the “instructional unit,” arguing
persuasively that these three elements (and their interactions) mutually constitute or define
instructional practice in and beyond classrooms. Others go further, framing instruction as
both a social and situated practice in which teachers and their students work with particular
intellectual, physical, and cultural materials, such as knowledge and curriculum, to coenact
instruction together in classroom, school, and social contexts (Cohen, 2011; Cohen & Ball,
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1999; Delpit, 1995; Freire, 1970; Hawkins, 2007). Seeing
instruction as a social and situated practice is essential
if schools are to embrace and build on the diverse
cultural repertoires of students and families (McKinney
de Royston et al., 2020)

This view also draws on theory and research that
underscores the essential role and work of students
and learning in instructional practice, by virtue of how
they interact with one another and the teacher; the
ideas they voice; their ways of being; and how teachers
notice, engage, and treat students’ ideas and their
ways of knowing. For example, research on culturally
responsive instruction contributes immensely to
understanding instruction as a collective and situated
practice by unpacking the fundamental role of students
cultural resources to the instructional unit (Delpit,
1995; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Children acquire cultural
resources through their lived experiences, enabling
them to develop an identity and a sense of belonging,
but these cultural resources often go ignored in
classrooms, contributing to feelings of alienation and
being unvalued as learners (Farkas et al., 1990; Lee,
1995; Nasir, 2002; Nasir & Saxe, 2003; Saxe, 1988;
Taylor, 2009).

’

Indeed, students’ ideas and ways of knowing often go
unseen by teachers or are viewed as “deficits” rather
than “assets” for teaching and learning (Ainscow, 2005;
Clycq et al. 2014; Garcia & Guerra, 2004; Valencia,
2012). Failing to notice and recognize students’
cultural resources constrains teaching practice, and

it undermines the opportunities of all students to

learn and develop holistically through collaborative
instructional practice. Seeing students and teachers
as coenacting instructional practice embraces the
crucial role of diverse students’ cultural resources in
teaching and instructional practice. It also foregrounds
instruction as a political practice situated in broader
social and political contexts (Freire, 1970; Nieto, 2006).

Again, instruction as a collective and situated

practice contrasts starkly with traditional notions

that focus on teachers’ efforts to transfer a relatively
fixed, typically academic, codified knowledge base

to students. As education systems globally focus

on addressing the whole child (rather than just their
cognitive development), and as they work to embrace
the cultural, linguistic, ethnic, racial, gender, and class
diversity of their children, attending to (and shifting) the

role and work of teachers and teaching is necessary
but not sufficient. Teaching is integral to—but not
equivalent to—instruction.

Instead, developing a collective and situated
understanding of instructional practice is essential.
Doing so will enable schools and systems to engage
in the more expansive work of child development,
beyond the cognitive, to embrace the physical, social,
emotional, political, and affective dimensions of
development and, most critically, the interactions
therein. A collective and situated understanding

of instructional practice is a necessity, because
supporting children’s well-being depends ultimately on
codeveloping their cognitive, physical, emotional, and
affective beings (Blair, 2002; Huppert, 2009; Immordino-
Yang & Damasio, 2007).

Distinguishing between teaching and learning and framing
instructional practice as a collective and situated practice
is not an intellectual parsing of terms. Rather, it involves

a fundamental reframing of the core work of education
systems and the central goals of education system
building. Specifically, it frames the work of building
capacity and capability to support instruction for holistic
student development in a new way.

As Cohen and Ball (1999) argue, seeing instruction as a
collective and situated practice reframes instructional
capability and capacity as “a function of the interaction
among elements of the instructional unit, not the sole
province of any single element” such as the teacher

or curricular materials, or the teacher and students
(pp. 2-3). Education systems seeking to support the
holistic development of all students, while recognizing
the diversity of their students, must reframe the
challenge of developing capability and capacity by
recognizing instruction as a coproduction between
teachers and students, in interaction with material

and other resources, in complex social contexts. With
that, instructional improvement for holistic student
development goes beyond simply providing new-and-
better resources to teachers. It requires that education
systems also support both teachers and students in
collaborating to use resources in instructional practice
to greater effect (Cohen et al., 2003).
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(RE)BUILDING
EDUCATION SYSTEMS

Embracing the social and situated nature of instructional practice necessary for holistic
student development reframes the work of building instructional capability and capacity,
since it places new demands on teachers in engaging the cultural resources of their students.
It also focuses teachers’ attention on not only students’ cognitive development but also on
students’ affective, physical, social, and emotional development and the interactions among
these intertwined domains of development. Specifically, the social and situational notions

of instructional practice sketched above place new demands on teachers and students that
education systems must understand to support, enable, develop, and maintain them.

Historically, at least in the U.S., developing capability and capacity to address such demands
was a “self-help” exercise left to teachers and their individual choices about professional
learning and curricular materials. Teaching was mostly a “cottage industry,” with the individual
classroom teacher deciding what and how to teach and with little or no pressure for vertical or
horizontal alignment within and across schools and school systems (Spillane et al., 2017). For
the most part, schools and school systems did little to organize, manage, and improve their
core educational work: instructional practice (Cohen et al., 2018).

Instead, schools and districts were “loosely coupled systems”: organizations that were
highly formalized on such matters as scheduling, the assignment of teachers and students
to classes, and grade reporting but in which formal organization otherwise had little bearing
on day-to-day instructional practice (Cohen & Spillane, 1992; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Weick,
1976). The practice of teaching—deciding what to teach, how to teach, and when to teach—
was the province of individual teachers working behind closed classroom doors, practicing in
professional isolation from colleagues (Jackson, 1968; Lortie, 1975). Scholars theorized this
as a rational organizational response to complex, sprawling educational environments that
were institutionally strong but technically weak—that is, environments that featured highly
developed cultural norms, cognitive frameworks, and regulatory requirements that established
expectations for schooling, absent highly developed, agreed-upon understandings of the
means, ends, and evaluation of instruction (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Rowan & Miskel, 1999).

Things began changing in the institutional and technical environments of public schooling in
the U.S. and globally starting in the second half of the 20th century, and those changes began
to accelerate with the turn of the century. Researchers, policymakers, and school reformers
increasingly linked public schooling to societal and more specifically economic development,
as a means to invest in human capital (Becker, 1962; Schultz, 1961). Their efforts sparked
renewed global, national, and regional attention to education as an engine for economic
development and spurred what some refer to as “the schooled society” (Baker, 2014). These
efforts focused schooling primarily on students’ cognitive development, fundamentally
redefining not only the purpose of schooling but also of society more broadly in ways that
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foregrounded social efficiency and mobility and that
backgrounded broader democratic goals. Though often
taken for granted, these developments fundamentally
shaped both the purpose and the nature of schooling in
the U.S. and globally, and they had profound impacts on
education policymaking.

In the U.S. and other countries, spurred and supported
by transnational organizations, “systemic education
reform” (Smith & O'Day, 1990; World Bank, 1999)
primed federal, national, provincial, and state
policymakers to engage with instruction by targeting a
handful of school subjects and deploying a small set
of state policy instruments—standards, assessments,
and test-based accountability—to incentivize schools
and school systems to improve, albeit rather narrowly,
on measures of a handful of metrics that privileged
attendance and cognitive development. These
policymaking efforts were consequential despite their
well-documented limitations (Au, 2007; Jennings &
Bearak, 2014; Polikoff, 2012).

One less well-documented outcome of these
developments is that policy pressure to improve
student outcomes is contributing to local districts

and other school systems in the U.S. (and likely more
globally) engaging or reengaging in system building.
That, in turn, has them transforming themselves from
school systems into education systems by working to
reorganize and (re)build around their core educational
work—instruction—albeit, again, in only a handful of
tested school subjects (Austin et al., 2006; Cohen et al.,
2014; Hopkins et al., 2013; Johnson et al., 2014; Marsh
et al., 2005; Peurach et al., 2019; Spillane et al., 2018;
Weast, 2014).

This work involves comprehensive, coordinated
improvement initiatives that aim to advance ambitious,
equitable instruction schoolwide and districtwide,
albeit centered on cognitive development as measured
by standardized tests. The evidence suggests that
such education system (re)building efforts, at least

in the U.S,, are not just a public system phenomenon
but also engage private systems (i.e., Catholic school
systems) and hybrid systems (i.e., The International
Baccalaureate and Montessori), driven by system

leaders’ concerns with organizational legitimacy
(especially pragmatic legitimacy) in rapidly evolving
institutional and technical environments (Spillane et al.,
2022). Education system-building efforts in response to
pragmatic legitimacy involved several interdependent
domains of work, including (Peurach et al., 2019):

+ Managing environments by strategically both
bridging and buffering their cultural, political, and
technical environments while managing diverse
stakeholders.

* Building educational infrastructure to support a
shared vision for instruction by developing and
deploying instructional and social resources for
improving teaching and learning.

» Supporting educational infrastructure use in
practice by mobilizing educational infrastructure for
teaching and its improvement through such means
as coaching, mentoring, and professional learning.

* Managing performance by measuring and
monitoring progress to support continuous
improvement and professional accountability for
teaching and learning.

* Developing and distributing leadership for
instruction by cultivating formal and informal
instructional leadership sources, developing people,
and creating structures such as teams and routines
to enable leadership practice systemwide.

Education system-building efforts, at least based on
empirical evidence from the U.S., document a shifting
concern as diverse education systems work to manage
their changing institutional and technical environments
(Spillane et al., 2022). Specifically, as education
systems strived to craft systemwide instructional
coherence, new challenges surfaced regarding
structural inequalities in students’ opportunities to
learn. While system leaders sometimes connected
these challenges to pragmatic legitimacy (e.qg.,
improving test scores and other performance metrics),
they also framed them in ways that surfaced moral
legitimacy. Moral legitimacy centered on system
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leaders’ sense of what it meant to do the right thing for
students, given their understanding of their systems’
central mission.

With that, system leaders’ understanding of inequities
in students’ opportunities was no longer just a
pragmatic concern (e.g., reducing the achievement
gap) but also fundamentally a moral concern—ensuring
that all students, regardless of circumstance and
background, could learn and develop in their schools.
Embracing this moral legitimacy imperative, in turn,
required system leaders to reach beyond cognitive
development and attend to other aspects of student
development including their socio-emotional and
physical well-being. In an effort to promote just
outcomes (Dowd & Bensimon, 2015), system leaders
were compelled to embrace a more holistic student
development mission that would address not only the
cognitive but also the social, emotional, and physical
needs of the children they enrolled.

So, the press for pragmatic legitimacy that has
emerged over the past several decades with the
prominence of systemic reform is now being matched
with a concern for moral legitimacy, a concern no doubt
foregrounded by the growing societal inequalities

that have been laid bare by the pandemic. These
developments create new challenges for education
system (re)building as system leaders embrace more
holistic student development agendas and figure

out how to support these ambitions in instructional
practice.
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DEMANDS ON
EDUCATION LEADERS

The preceding analyses suggest steep demands on system leaders seeking to transform
education systems to support holistic student development. One matter is the novelty of the
work. For example, in school systems in which structures and leadership have historically
been only loosely coupled with classrooms, system leaders will need to engage educational
work—instruction, teaching, and learning—in new ways and toward much more ambitious
ends. Another matter is the scope of work. For example, systems will need to sustain existing
leadership capabilities to manage customary political and administrative responsibilities while,
at the same time, developing and distributing new leadership capabilities to organize, manage,
and improve instruction. Yet another matter is the complexity of the work. For example, system
leaders whose self-interests often center on maintaining stability and harmony will need to
openly and willingly engage in uncertain, dilemma-fraught work that aims to disrupt the status
quo.

As system leaders embrace systems transformation for holistic student development,

they will need to examine their theories of change for doing this work as well as the
approaches and perspectives they will use to build capacity for systems (re)building,
sustainability, and continuous improvement. Change management theories and studies on
reform implementation offer insights for leaders and systems undertaking reform journeys,
highlighting potential challenges they may need to overcome.

Engaging in system transformation will require leaders to think through and enact novel

ways of supporting the goals of holistic student development, especially around matters

of instruction, teaching, and learning. Deep capacity building and knowledge are needed,
especially for systems newly embarking on reform toward holistic student development.
Capacity building focused on instructional practice for holistic development is crucial. In the
U.S., knowledge of how to scale up and sustain systemic reform that improves instructional
practice and student learning has been scarce (Cohen & Mehta, 2017). When capacity building
is shortchanged and compliance is expected with little support, studies have found that
educators implement the surface-level aspects of reform by changing the structure of classes,
instructional routines, and materials without understanding the theories and principles that
drive those practices (Coburn, 2001; Cuban, 2013; Spillane et al., 2002). Educators are all too
often exposed to new instructional approaches through decontextualized training and are
then expected to become experts at incorporating new knowledge into their classrooms. Such
instructional approaches have typically failed because they do not simply require teachers

to implement new tools or activities for learning but require fundamental rethinking of their
teaching roles and relationships with students (Cuban, 2013). The vision for holistic student
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development further requires educators to rethink their
moral obligations to students and families, placing new
demands on their role.

Unless systems leaders prioritize the vision for system
reform as centered on student learning for holistic
development through sustainable capacity-building
efforts, new routines and tools may be discarded or lose
their intended purpose. No matter how much educators
may be initially committed to a particular reform effort,
unless they have adequate time, professional learning,
and opportunities to hone their instructional craft, the
reform may become one more task added to educators’
crowded schedules. Educators may easily go through
new routines without making meaningful changes

in their practice. Or they could make meaningful
improvements but lose momentum without sustained
time to craft and refine them.

In designing effective professional learning
opportunities, insights from research suggest that
leaders consider the required changes in practice in
conjunction with shifts in thinking and beliefs. Rather
than periodic professional development, learning
opportunities that not only address schools’ specific
needs but also take into account student and adult
learning processes are more likely to build capacity
(Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; Garet et al.,
2001; Webster-Wright, 2009). Ongoing, job-embedded
learning opportunities to practice and experiment with
classroom lessons, coupled with support and feedback,
have been found to be more impactful for educator
development (Desimone & Garet, 2015). Thus, how
leaders attend to and create supportive conditions that
enable educators and students to engage in ongoing
instructional improvement and inquiry will likely
influence the sustainability of systems (re)building for
holistic student development.

Leaders may also need to rethink the scope of

their work and the means by which they engage in
scaling reform beyond management of political and
administrative responsibilities to developing and
distributing leadership to cultivate broader ownership
for system transformation. Conventional definitions
of scaling reform often fail to capture the extent to

which principles of a reform have been implemented,
the depth of learning acquired, the extent of distributed
ownership, and the reform’s longevity.

In contrast, Coburn (2003) offers an alternative
concept of scaling that encompasses four key
dimensions: depth, sustainability, spread, and shift

in reform ownership. Depth is defined by the quality

of implementation, with change that goes beyond
surface-level use of materials, procedures, and
activities to alterations in beliefs, norms, pedagogy,
and social interaction (Coburn, 2003). Sustainability is
also a key indicator of scale, reflected in the extent to
which supportive conditions, resources, and capacity-
building efforts enable practitioners to enact reform
with shifting policy demands, external pressures, and
staff turnover. Spread refers to how a reform scales to
multiple classrooms, schools, or systems. Related to
sustainability is the notion of shifting reform ownership,
which Coburn distinguishes from simple buy-in or
acceptance to “a shift in knowledge of and authority of
reform” (p. 7). That is, a key indicator that systems have
recultured toward holistic student development may be
evidenced by the extent to which system stakeholders,
especially educators in the classroom, have the
capacity to facilitate, maintain, and grow the change
themselves rather than rely on external developers.

System leaders play a key role in shaping supportive
conditions that enable multiple stakeholders to engage
in system transformation efforts that are sustainable,
focused, and scalable. As Fullan (2016) noted, “Top-
down change doesn’t work because it fails to garner
ownership of, commitment to, or even clarity about

the nature of the reform. Bottom-up change—the
so-called ‘let a thousand flowers bloom’—also does

not produce success on any scale” (p. 10). Diverse
stakeholders may need ownership of an improvement
idea but they also need systemic conditions, resources,
and leadership that support sustainability and
continuous improvement of their work. To support
capacity building for continuous improvement, the

field of education has recognized that rather than top-
down versus bottom-up change, a mixture of both is
necessary.
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Pursuing holistic student development places

new demands on leaders to recognize, adapt

to, and manage the complexity of engaging in

system transformation. Over time, the literature on
organizational and educational change has moved
away from linear models to ones that are more
multifaceted. Traditional models tend to assume that
the change process has a linear trajectory or occurs in
steps (Armenakis & Bedeian 1999; Kuipers et al., 2014).
These steps generally start with developing a vision,
then adoption, followed by implementation, and finally
institutionalization (Armenakis & Bedeian, 1999; Fullan,
2016; By, 2005). In reality, change trajectories may

be more spiral or open-ended (Weick & Quinn, 1999),
especially if change is expected to be continuous
rather than an episodic event (By, 2005). To deepen
knowledge of how change does or does not happen,
understanding the role of context, time, and history as
key factors in determining outcomes is necessary—
factors that many studies have largely neglected
(Kuipers et al., 2014; Pettigrew et al., 2001).

With growing understandings of such early limitations,
scholars studying organizational improvement
increasingly highlight the importance of examining
change as a multidimensional construct with four
broad, interrelated aspects (Armenakis & Bedeian,
1999; Kuipers et al., 2014; Pettigrew et al., 2001;
Whelan-Berry & Somerville, 2010):

* Context, an organization's external and internal
environments.

* Content, such as change strategies, structures, and
systems.

* Process of implementation.

* Outcomes, including changes in attitudes,
behaviors, and practices.

In general, approaches to education reform have been
critiqued for overemphasizing the technical dimensions
of change and underestimating the influence of the
socio-cultural, cognitive, and political contexts (Cuban,
2013; Datnow & Park, 2009; Hargreaves & Goodson,
2006; Honig, 2006; Hubbard et al., 2006; Payne, 2008;
Sarason, 1996). In his analysis of urban school reform
over the course of three decades in the U.S., Payne

(2008) identifies one of the multifaceted reasons for
the “predictable failures of implementation” as the
rapid pace of implementation, with little attention paid
to the learning needs and capacity building of those
closest to implementing the improvement efforts

or to the local cultural and political contexts that
constrain the reform. The politics of reform, existing
capacities, and ideologies have consistently shaped the
implementation process of new education programs
and policy (Datnow, 2005; Firestone et al. 1999;

Fullan & Pomfret, 1977; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006;
McLaughlin, 1987; Oakes, 1992; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).

Leading and facilitating equity-focused education
reform especially means attending to the technical,
normative, and political dimensions of change (Oakes,
1992). Contested perceptions about the purpose of
education, definitions of equity, and ideologies about
what counts as learning are among the challenges
that system leaders grapple with as they engage

with diverse stakeholders toward a vision for holistic
student outcomes. Leaders undertaking system
(re)building efforts for holistic transformation must
tackle such challenges as they strive to achieve moral
legitimacy and equity while being willing to disrupt the
status quo if necessary.

The research on educational change and reform
suggests that system transformation will require
policymakers, educators, and stakeholders to consider
the multifaceted nature of leading change—at the
field, organizational, group, and individual levels—as
well as the required shifts in beliefs and behaviors.
They will need to consider and reconsider novel ways
of approaching their work, broadening the scope

of how and in what ways they engage in system
transformation. Education system transformation
efforts will need to enable the integration of these new
understandings with knowledge of how to support
building capacity and managing change of the social-
political contexts that educational systems are
embedded within.

RESEARCH FOUNDATIONS



| THE GLOBAL CONTEXT

Although the preceding sections were anchored largely in the U.S., there is evidence that this
press for system (re)building to support holistic student development and consideration of
the multidimensional nature of transformation are also playing out globally. Systems leaders
are attending to how they coconstruct coherence for system transformation given their unique
histories and contexts.

An examination of reports on system change written over the past decade shows that studies
of global systems share similarities in focusing on what distinguishes high-performing

school systems across the world, noting themes such as leadership, coherence, and support
of quality teaching. Even so, there is a noticeable shift in emphasis over time. More recent
reports focus on system efforts to address a breadth of skills for students, including but

not limited to academic development, whereas earlier reports focused primarily on efforts

to improve student achievement in core subjects. Current reports also emphasize shifts in
instruction that will be required for schools to become more learner-centered, and some also
use a “systems thinking” focus that acknowledges the ways in which different components of
different systems interact.

For example, almost a decade ago, in their narrative review of research and system
improvement across international contexts, Hopkins et al. (2014, p. 257) pinpointed five
phases of reform foci over time. They noted that early research in the 1940s to 1970s sought
to understand the organizational culture of the school. In subsequent decades, research
progressed to a focus on action research and research initiatives at the school level; later, on
managing change and on comprehensive approaches to school reform; and, finally, on building
capacity for student learning at the local level—all with continuing emphasis on school
leadership. The current phase of research on systemic improvement reflects a shift from
previous approaches to understanding and implementing educational change. The authors
note that “system transformation depends on excellent practice being developed, shared,
demonstrated, and adopted across and between schools” (p. 273). This emphasis has drawn
attention to improvement initiatives that address systemic change yet are also adaptive to
local contexts and needs.

Hopkins et al. (2014) also summarized the elements of high-performing international

systems, noting that effective systems “ensure that student achievement is the central focus
of systems’, schools’, and teachers’ professional lives” (p. 272). As a consequence, these
systems locate the enhancement of the quality of teaching and learning as central themes

in their improvement strategies. Although their conclusions are reminiscent of the points
outlined by recent reports on global systems improvement, they do not include the same focus
on cultivating a breadth of skills. We continue to see an emphasis on teaching and learning in
recent accounts of high- performing systems, and we also see broadening of the dimensions
of student outcomes to encompass goals and indicators beyond numeracy and literacy.

RESEARCH FOUNDATIONS



Numerous recent reports of education systems across
the globe show an increasing “system thinking” focus,
with attention to how elements and levels of the
education systems align, cohere, and work together

to shape students’ experiences (Spivak, 2021). For
example:

* The Research on Improving Systems of Education
(RISE) program examines system change in
developing countries. RISE is guided by a systems
framework that acknowledges the actors within
a system (e.g., government agencies, public and
private sector organizations, and people at all
levels) and the need to focus on how they interact.
One particular focus of RISE's work is supporting
instructional coherence across levels, given
evidence that instructional incoherence is one of
the main barriers to improving student outcomes
(Kaffenberger et al., 2022).

* The Improving Learning at Scale study, which
focuses on education systems in low- to middle-
income countries, also underscores the importance
of reorienting a system—including communication
channels, organizational structures, and capacity
building—around reinforcing desired instructional
changes (Stern et al., 2021).

* The report, Transforming Education: Why, What, and
How, also adopts a systems focus, arguing that
system transformation requires three critical steps
(Sengeh & Winthrop, 2022): “Purpose (developing
a broadly shared vision and purpose), Pedagogy
(redesigning the pedagogical core), and Position
(positioning and aligning all components of the
system to support the pedagogical core and

purpose)” (p. 2).

* Along similar lines, Goddard et als (n.d.) report
identifies three drivers of system transformation in
education: purpose (redefining goals around current
challenges and stakeholder values); practice
(unlocking the potential of shared innovation); and
power (expanding who has voice and agency).

* Areport by the National Center on Education and
the Economy (NCEE) identifies several components
of high-performing systems across the globe:
including effective teachers and principals, a
rigorous and adaptive learning system, equitable
foundation of supports, and coherent and aligned
governance. Notably, “the most important feature
of a high-performing education system is not
that it contains all of these components. It is
that the components are aligned and designed to
work together as a system” (National Center on
Education and the Economy, 2021, p. 9).

In a study that represents a joint effort of NCEE and the
Australian Council of Educational Research, Masters
(2022) includes similar elements of school systems
across the globe and delves into additional features

in more detail. Masters characterizes numerous
jurisdictions—British Columbia, Estonia, Finland, Hong
Kong, and South Korea—as continually improving
systems. These systems are striving to be learner-
centered, to be flexible about when and how students
learn, and to engage students in deeper learning
experiences. They have also broadened their goals of
schooling to encompass the development and well-
being of the whole child, and their focus on academic
skills to include personal and social skills. In doing so,
these systems have acknowledged that pedagogy must
shift to allow for experiential, interdisciplinary learning
and real-world problem solving. Although the systems
differ in their specification of curricula, they have
realized that schools require autonomy and flexibility.

As noted above, reports aimed at understanding
system change across the globe are increasingly
conceptualizing instruction as work that is coenacted
by teachers and students. This conceptualization

is also important for fostering equity and positive
individual and cultural identities (International
Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021;
Masters, 2022; Sengeh & Winthrop, 2022). For example,
a report for UNESCO by the International Commission
on the Future of Education underscores the need for
“pedagogies of cooperation and solidarity” that heal
injustices, honor diversity, and in which students find
their own purpose (International Commission on
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the Future of Education, 2021). In the collaborative
enactment of instruction, “(b)oth teachers and learners
are transformed through the pedagogical encounter

as they learn from each other” (p. 51). The aim is for
students and teachers to become knowledge seekers
together to address the problems of the world.

Other reports also acknowledge instruction as a
coenacted process, at least as a goal. Masters (2022)
explains that the continually improving global systems
he studied are in the process of moving from “teacher-
centric” instruction to collaborative approaches in
which students exercise choices about their learning
and teachers gear instruction to their individual needs.
While the intent is to shift instruction in this direction,
organizational challenges follow, such as the typical
time-based ways that students progress through
grades and curricula (Masters, 2022). It also bears
noting that although the recommendation of student-
centered instruction is common in calls to transform
global education, Istance and Paniagua (2019) argue
that most reports are vague on what this might entail.

Numerous recent reports also make clearer explicit
connections between holistic student development and
students’ learning, highlighting how each enables the
other. For example:

+ Sengeh and Winthrop (2022) discuss how
numerous systems around the world, such as in
Sierra Leone, aim to address students’ holistic
development through teaching and learning. While
focusing on helping students achieve numeracy
and literacy goals, Sierra Leone also launched a
new civics curriculum with the goal of students
becoming globally engaged citizens. The country
has invested in training and support for teachers
to “strengthen the pedagogical core” to ensure
that the new curricula are implemented effectively
and to meet their goals of 21st century skills and
sustainable development.

* A LEGO Foundation report that examines system
(re)building toward social and emotional learning
and learning through play describes the journey
of seven education systems: Australia, Colombia,

Finland, Peru, South Africa, and South Korea
(LEGO Foundation, 2022). The authors argue that
socio-emotional learning is critical for system
transformation, noting that the COVID-19 pandemic
exacerbated concerns in this arena: “We believe
that social and emotional learning is fundamental
for education and well-being, it helps children
develop and maintain positive relationships, and
become creative, engaged, lifelong learners” (p.7).
Some countries (e.g., Colombia and Peru) have
also introduced social and emotional skills as a
means of supporting societal well-being toward
peace, reducing conflict, and fostering citizenship
competencies.

A feature of global systems work we have not yet
discussed is the importance of attending to context,
both in terms of where systems are in their reform
journeys and the challenges they face concerning
educational and national infrastructure. In How the
World's Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting
Better, a study sponsored by McKinsey & Company,
Mourshed et al. (2010) analyzed 20 systems across the
globe. The report categorizes systems in terms of their
location on the reform journey. Systems moving from
poor to fair focused on achieving basic literacy and
numeracy, whereas systems moving from fair to good
focused on getting the system foundations in place.
Systems that were aspiring to move from good to great
placed their efforts on shaping the teaching profession,
whereas those seeking to move from great to excellent
focused on learning through peers and innovation.

As such, Mourshed et al. (2010) provide another lens
on what systems prioritize in their transformation
efforts. Not surprisingly, low-performing systems
tend to focus on basic skills. Meanwhile, Sengeh

and Winthrop (2022) noted, “through redesigning the
pedagogical core . .. it is possible to provide even
the most marginalized children access to learning
experiences and simultaneously support their
foundational learning and acquisition of 21st century
and citizenship skills” (p. 20). Thus, recent accounts
have challenged the notion that students’ holistic
development is something to be pursued only when
basic skills have already been addressed.
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A lesson we can glean about systems transformation
across the world is the importance of developing and
sharing knowledge across and between systems,

as opposed to a singular approach that downplays
the importance of context. While it is critical to
acknowledge the differences in education between
developing and developed countries, different types
of systems have much to learn from one another.
“When it's shown as an average number of years in
school and levels of achievement, the developing
world is about 100 years behind developed countries”
(Winthrop & McGivney, 2015, p. 3). However, Winthrop
and McGivney also point out that although students
in developing countries may lag behind developed
countries in traditional measures of numeracy and
literacy, it is quite possible that students in these
countries also may be developing a breadth of skills
(e.g., engagement with the environment, as well

as resilience) in their education and that those in
developed countries with high levels of academic
stress are the least happy.
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CONTINUING OUR
EXPLORATION

Again, this research review functions as a companion to Transforming Education for Holistic
Student Development: Learning from Education System (Re)building Around the World (Datnow
et al., 2022), which explores seven efforts to build and rebuild education systems to support
holistic student development. They include national initiatives in Singapore, Ireland, and Chile;
provincial, territorial, and local initiatives in Canada, India, and the U.S.; and a cross-national
initiative in the International Baccalaureate.

The preceding review provides a foundation for playing out more deeply the thought exercise
that motivates and frames our analysis of (re)building education systems for holistic student
development. It also provides a foundation for thinking and reasoning, both empathetically
and critically, about the journeys and the work of the seven education initiatives on which we
focus our empirical analysis.

If nothing else, our review makes clear that these seven initiatives sit at the leading edge of
education research, policy, and practice and that they are blazing trails that others will soon
travel. These seven initiatives are:

» Centering holistic student development.
» Engaging instruction as collective, situated practice coenacted by teachers and students.

* (Re)building education systems by managing environments, developing educational
infrastructure, and developing and distributing instructional leadership.

* Enacting leadership strategies and approaches responsive to the steep demands of
systems transformation.

With insights from this review, we encourage readers to read our summary report of the
efforts of these seven systems; to engage earnestly in the thought exercise that motivates
and frames our exploration; and to consider ways in which the work of these seven initiatives
elaborates, extends, and possibly complicates what we have represented here as leading
theory and research bearing on (re)building education systems to support holistic student
development.
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