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TEST GOOD IDEAS TO CHECK
FOR UNANTICIPATED
CONSEQUENCES

We are on the Yangtze, one of the last ships to
move through China’s Three Gorges Dam
Project before its completion. This dam, 1.2

miles across and 600 feet high, will create a reservoir 360
miles long and raise the water level by 175 meters. It
already has flooded 113 cities, 140 towns, 1,352 villages,
657 factories, and 1,300 archeological sites. The great
dam, built on a seismic fault, is causing 1.3 million people
to relocate. In addition, critics contend it will dump so
much silt into the reservoir that in a few years, the dam
will lose the capacity to control floods. 

Our nation’s No Child Left Behind Act is similarly
producing unintended negative consequences. Linda
Hammond-Darling (2004) writes that despite the noble
intentions of NCLB and positive
results it has produced, this 600-
page law has affected schools and
students in destructive ways
never anticipated. Within a few
years, most public schools may
be labeled as failing despite high
performance and improved
achievement. The culprit: unreal-
istic test score targets. To date,
more than 20 states and a num-
ber of districts have formally
protested provisions of the law,
citing among other things the
likelihood that it will increase the
dropout and pushout rate for
students of color. 

Dams alter ecosystems just as school initiatives alter the
landscape of teaching and learning. NCLB is an enormous
initiative, but even small events cause major disturbances in
complex systems. When considering local initiatives, dis-
trict and school personnel must examine these efforts for
congruence with sound principles of professional develop-
ment, organizational development, and effects on student
learning. If such principles are absent, educators must

tweak the program to include them. 
A principal in Sunnyvale, Calif., for example, arranged

a breakfast meeting at his school in which teachers report-
ed to the board and central office about a new program.
He did this because he knew that top-level support was
essential to program success. In South Dakota, a principal
refused grant money that would have negatively impacted
instructional practices and stressed the system into more
initiatives than could reasonably be addressed at one time. 

Groups can, to some degree, anticipate unintended
consequences of good ideas and alter their
work to minimize the negative and maximize
the positive. Consider conducting environmen-
tal impact studies in three arenas. (See box
below.)

Understand systems. Individual teacher
contributions are not the wellspring of success-
ful schools. The source of improvement is

always the system.
Teachers working
together on common
goals, aligned instruc-
tional practices, and
an unwavering focus
on student learning
together create
schools where stu-
dents succeed. Learning groups
must explore possible conse-
quences of instructional deci-
sions. The Futures Wheel (see
illustration on the next page) is
an excellent tool for this explo-
ration.

For example, do 6th-grade teachers talk with 3rd-, 4th-,
and 5th-grade teachers about 6th-grade math performance?
If not, how can you make such discussions happen? 

Check how clear teachers are about the expectations at
each grade level and how consistent curricular premises
and instructional practices are across grades and depart-
ments. Schools that have cross-grade-level meetings to
address articulation concerns are aligning content and ped-
agogy. 

Study the whole system. Intensive skills work in mathe-
matics at the primary grades does not necessarily produce
students competent in 4th-grade mathematics. Because
conceptual understandings are essential to the increasingly
abstract nature of middle grades math, primary programs
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Tests for environmental impact

To what degree will this initiative:

• Contribute to understanding and deci-
sions based on a system’s impact on
student learning?

• Engage faculty inquiry regarding rela-
tionships among instructional practices
and student work? 

• Increase teachers’ repertoire of tools for
group data analysis, planning, and prob-
lem solving?



must be rich in verbalized experi-
ences. Teachers must agree on the
content.

Ask: 
• What is the system in which

this work lives?
• Who is involved in acting on

the initiative?
• Who might be affected?
• Does the system know it is a

system?
Engage faculty in inquiry

about instructional practices and
student work. Groups that “engage
in structured, sustained, and sup-
ported instructional discussions that
investigate the relationships between
instructional practices and student
work” are groups in which student
learning continuously improves
(Supovitz & Christman, 2003).
Investigate is the key word. To what degree are teachers
involved in reflective dialogue about performance indica-
tors? More than simply looking at student data, do groups
inquire into causes and possible responses? Are administra-
tors creating time, space, focus, and professional develop-
ment opportunities to enable teachers to do this work?

Inquiry is more than a set of skills; it is an attitude, dis-
position, and a way of being. 

Ask: 
• Do leaders publicly model inquiry?
• Might they be encouraged to do so?
• Are groups clear about the purposes of dialogue? (To

understand, not to decide.)
• Can members grasp the big picture or essential ques-

tion while examining details?
• How prevalent is the practice of “seek first to under-

stand, then to be understood”?
• What knowledge/skills do members possess about ask-

ing open-ended, value-free questions that probe deeply
into assumptions and thinking?

• How might professional development be organized to
develop some of this knowledge into application? 

• What provisions are there for time to talk and space in
which to talk? 
Increase teachers’ repertoire of tools for data

analysis, group planning, and problem solving.
Publicity about false reasons for school failure plagues
reform efforts — falsities such as that teachers don’t work
hard enough. In reality, the problem behind low-perform-
ing schools is poor decisions about what improvement to
work on (Elmore, 2003). Teachers work hard. But to work

hard at the right work requires
being data literate. Collective tools
and group capacity for analyzing
data, planning, and solving prob-
lems are necessary. Data about
student learning means more than
having information about per-
formance; also necessary are pro-
gram data, community data, and
demographic data. 

Data-wise groups look collec-
tively at information displays
without prematurely interpreting
and drawing conclusions from the
information. They describe details,
nuances, and patterns until the
patterns emerge for all — the
data-shy and data-competent
group members. Data-wise groups
generate multiple theories of
causality and maintain a state of

constructive curiosity about both causes and theories of
action. 

The first idea for a solution is rarely the best — or even
right. Laura Lipton and Bruce Wellman told me about a
district in Winnipeg (Manitoba, Canada) which discovered
that special education transient students were not improv-
ing satisfactorily. Digging deeper into causal factors, the
issue of teacher-student relationships emerged. Knowing
these students would come and go, teachers were uncon-
sciously hesitating to invest themselves in deeper commit-
ments to these youngsters. If students stayed with teachers
for longer periods of time, they reasoned, richer relation-
ships and learning could result. The group thought outside
the box. Members gathered data about the patterns of stu-
dent movement within the district. They developed a mon-
itoring system for apartment vacancies in which a family
could get a new apartment with the first month’s rent free
as long as the family agreed to stay a full year. This was
good for the apartment owners (less transience and revenue
loss), good for the parents (a month’s free rent and a stable
environment), and good for the students (teachers knew
they were in the system to stay — at least for a year).
Learning improved.

THE FUTURES WHEEL
Any event can have both positive and negative ripple

effects. As we have seen in the aftermath of Hurricane
Katrina, carefully constructed evacuation plans can produce
unexpected results. Had a Futures Wheel been used for
planning, those without cars might have escaped earlier,
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THE FUTURES WHEEL can show positive
and negative ripple effects. Write the name
of an event or program in the center. Work
outward, describing negative and positive
effects in the circles with the pluses and
minuses. A full-size template is available
with the PDF version of this column in the
members-only area of the NSDC web site at
www.nsdc.org/members/

Continued on p. 57
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people may not have run out of gas during
traffic jams along the escape route, and
materials for survival might have been
delivered in a more timely manner.

Here is how to use a Futures Wheel
(Garmston & Wellman, 1999) for an envi-
ronmental impact study.
1. Write the name of the event or pro-

gram in the center of the wheel.
2. Work outward to the first layer of cir-

cles. Describe two negatives and two
positives, making the ideas as divergent
as possible.

3. Proceed to the second layer. For each
negative and each positive, write a pos-
itive and negative effect.

4. Proceed to the next level. Surprises
often occur here. A faculty in Idaho
reached this layer in studying the adop-

tion of a new reading program and
realized they were stuck, unable to
identify another set of positives and
negatives. They reasoned that if they
didn’t know, perhaps students would.
They asked students for their percep-
tions and came to new understandings
about how they could make this pro-
gram valuable to students.
Keep in mind that the Futures Wheel

is not a predictor of events. Rather, it
reveals possible consequences that can be
taken into account when planning a pro-
gram. Educators need not live passively at
the end of a pipeline of change. They can
test changes for congruence with best prac-
tices, and if found wanting, modify how
new initiatives are implemented. 
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• Humility; (“Hold your clarity as if
it were an accident.” —
Castenada)

• Courage to take risks. 

SUMMARY
The team is the window on the

soul of the school. To know how
poised a school is to help students
make gains, sit in on a grade-level or
subject-specific team meeting. Are
teachers spending time on items relat-
ed to academic focus? Does their talk
reflect real belief in the students and
shared responsibility? Can they engage
one another in honest, nondefensive
dialogue? If the answer is yes, then
“Katie, bar the door!” This school is
going somewhere! 
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Here is how to use a Futures Wheel (Garmston & Wellman, 1999) for an environmental impact study.

1. Write the name of the event or program in the center of the wheel.
2. Work outward to the first layer of circles. Describe two negatives and two positives,making the ideas as divergent as possible.
3. Proceed to the second layer. For each negative and each positive, write a positive and negative effect.
4. Proceed to the next level. Surprises often occur here. A faculty in Idaho reached this layer in studying the adoption of a new
    reading program and realized they were stuck, unable to identify another set of positives and negatives. They reasoned that
    if they didn’t know, perhaps students would. They asked students for their perceptions and came to new understandings
    about how they could make this program valuable to students.

Keep in mind that the Futures Wheel is not a predictor of events. Rather, it reveals possible consequence
that can be taken into account when planning a program. Educators need not live passively at the end of
a pipeline of change. They can test changes for congruence with best practices, and if found wanting,
modify how new initiatives are implemented. 

   

Futures wheel
Robert J. Garmston




