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Introduction
No living Canadian has ever experienced an education system transformation.
Our Canadian public school system originated in Upper Canada early in the 19th century, and grew
substantially into its present form over the next fifty years. In Alberta, the modern system was formed
prior to 1914, following the foundations and patterns established by Egerton Ryerson in Ontario.
It is fascinating to read the Ontario provincial education regulations from the mid 1890’s as to the highly
specific structural requirements:
-

The seats and desks should be so arranged that the pupils may sit facing the teacher.
The seats and desks should be fastened to the floor in rows, with aisles of suitable width
between the rows.
Every school should have at least one globe not less than nine inches in diameter… and a suitable
supply of crayons and blackboard brushes.
There should be one blackboard at least four feet wide, extending across the whole room in the
rear of the teacher’s desk.1

Sound familiar? Kidding aside, the education system transformation of 150 years ago was quite amazing
and eminently appropriate for its time.
According to Dr. Sharon Friesen,
It is fashionable to be fairly critical of the current public education system. Much of this criticism is
leveled at the factory model of schooling we currently have. But, before we are too critical, we need
to appreciate that this model of public schooling, propelled by technological innovation, was
revolutionary in its time. With its beginnings in the late 19th and early 20th century, it provided … an
accessible, uniform model of education that met the needs of the masses at that time. From within
school and classroom structures and processes designed to meet the needs of the industrial past, we
are once again called upon to invent an education system that effectively addresses the needs of our
time. And that is a challenge of the same scale as educational reform 150 years ago. Incremental
improvements to monastic practices of teaching and learning were not adequate to the scale of
change required by the Industrial Revolution. An entirely new system of education needed to be
invented.2
That no living Canadians have experienced an education system transformation is no impediment to our
participation in transformative conversations about “making things better”. Transformative
conversation has been described as an ongoing conversation that is as urgent and contemporary as the
present moment, but it is also a conversation that stretches over the generations.3
In this context, it is worthwhile to consider what can be learned from what we might call the “Ryerson
Transformation”, particularly how we believe that Ryerson’s construction and deployment of a new
mental model led to the creation of a new system supported by policies and structures which reflected
an underlying common understanding and agreement.
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What is Transformation?
Oxford Dictionaries defines transformation as a thorough or dramatic change in form or appearance.
Business Dictionary defines it as a process of profound and radical change that orients an organization in
a new direction and takes it to an entirely different level of effectiveness.
Whole system transformation is a shift that is so profound that the old situation and the way you saw
that situation are either left behind or are subsumed into a new way of seeing and doing things. It is
actually a new way of being that alters the system’s relationship to what is happening.4
One recent example of a systemic public service transformation is that of the US Department of
Defense, which answered the question as follows:
Transformation is foremost a continuing process. It does not have an end point. Transformation is
meant to create or anticipate the future. Transformation is meant to deal with the co-evolution of
concepts, processes, organizations and technology. Change in any one of these areas necessitates
change in all. Transformation is meant to create new competitive areas and new competencies.
Transformation is meant to identify, leverage and even create new underlying principles for the way
things are done.5
The transformation of a human service system has different requirements from those found in more
traditional linear systems such as manufacturing. Whereas manufacturing systems rely on economies of
scale and physical standards, service systems emphasize economies of expertise or knowledge,
standards of interoperability and adaptive approaches. Unlike products, services are co-produced with
their consumers, more variable and personalizable, less tangible, more qualitative and perishable.6
Governance and its dynamics also have a critical role in designing the transformation of a public sector
service system such as education. In terms of structural dynamics, governance is characterized by
dispersed authority, fragmented structures, and large scale; these dynamics can create uncertainty and
incoherence, and simultaneously pull the system in different directions. In terms of political dynamics,
governance is characterized by conflicting interests, bargaining and coalition formation, and competition
for resources; these dynamics produce action but not necessarily results. These dynamics have
produced successive waves of educational reform in which policies and structures have changed while
core patterns of schooling and student results persist.7
System transformation is paradoxically both deterministic (directed change based on goal-seeking,
planning and leadership agreements) and emergent (where complex responsive processes lead
participants to self-organize based on creation of new meaning and identity through everyday
conversations.) Either way, transformative conversation is essential as people are more likely to be
satisfied with a process and an outcome when they assume an active role in its unfolding.8

What is Education System Transformation?
We suggest it is to create a new way of being that alters the education system’s relationship with what
is happening in the world, and with itself.
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Michael Fullan has it mostly right when he points towards the imperative of
a tri-level approach (school/communities, district and province) to
Province
accomplish large scale reform in order to produce deep organization and
District
system change.9 It is especially encouraging that the interest has moved
beyond achievement results to policy and strategy questions. Learning how
School,
to bring about whole system reform – including “raising the bar and closing
Community
the gap” – is the practical, albeit big, question before us right now. Debating
policy and strategy together represents a significant advance. The race now
is to figure out how to get major improvements across the system by mobilizing educators, parents,
students, and communities to engage in the collective efforts necessary for success.10
We would actually take the model a bit further beyond the tri-level concept, to recognize the many
systemic interdependencies which need to be aligned in a transformative effort.
The education system is probably the last significant socio-economic system to undergo a modern
transformation.
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The Ryerson Transformation
We generally see the Ryerson Transformation era as one of four phases. These are: a situation of
fragmented initiatives prior to 1815; early structures and financial assistance by government (not
accompanied by a system model or guidance) between 1815 -1845; the Ryerson Transformation itself
between 1845-1875; and thereafter the long tail of system evolution. While these dates are pertinent
primarily to Ontario, the basic transformational model and its phasing applied across Canada;
government leadership emerged in the mid 1800’s (starting first in Prince Edward Island in 1836)
followed by all others provinces over the next 12 years through appointments of provincial
superintendents. Transition to “education departments” took place first in 1876 in Ontario and was
completed by 1914 in British Columbia.
Prior to 1815, elementary schooling was provided by private and religious schemes. The only secondary
schools in Canada were private, expensive, few in number and reportedly not very good. Early pressure
for change was brought to bear by some wealthy citizens who were forced to send their sons to the
United States for a better and cheaper education. However, the public policy issue which emerged at
the time was less about the “brain drain”, but more largely about local support by taxation and “free
schools”. Generally, opposition came from propertied men who considered it robbery that they should
be taxed to "support other men's children" and from religious and private interests who feared a loss of
privilege, but the indifference of the masses was no less serious an obstacle to the superintendents and
reformers11. Participation by the state in education began with assistance rather than control. Early aid
was typically contribution of land (which was not much use since land was cheap) and shortly
supplemented by grants to pay part or all of a teacher’s salary.
During the period 1807-1843 there were a series of Public or Common Schools Acts in Upper Canada. In
general, the legislation established school districts, funded teachers and appointed trustees for each
district, whose job it was to oversee teachers and ensure good management of the school. “Statutory
experiments” were conducted with were various approaches to governance and funding involving
districts and municipalities, and various reversals in direction. During this era, the overall effort was
focused at the structural and statutory levels: as yet, no common view about an education system
emerged, and the qualifications of teachers and many other aspects were left to local discretion. There
was great variability, and standardized reporting was not established until 1841.
In this narrative, we are omitting discussion about the relationship between Quebec and Ontario, and
issues of religious preference and influence. But we will not gloss over the impact Lord Durham’s 1839
nation building report which highlighted inadequacies in public infrastructure in Upper Canada. To
many, this was the trigger for creating the transformation conversation of the day.
Lord Durham said (emphasis added):
In addition . . . there are permanent causes of discontent, resulting from the existence of deep-seated
impediments in the way of its industrial progress. The Province is without any of those means by
which the resources of a country are developed, and the civilization of a people is advanced or
upheld. . . .

Draft

6

. . . A very considerable portion of the Province has neither roads, post offices, mills, schools, nor
churches. The people may raise enough for their own subsistence, and may even have a rude and
comfortless plenty, but they can seldom acquire wealth; nor can even wealthy land-owners prevent
their children from growing up ignorant and boorish, and from occupying a far lower mental, moral
and social position that they themselves fill. Their means of communication with each other, or the
chief towns of the Province, are limited and uncertain. . . .
. . . The principal evils to which settlers in a new township are subject result from the scantiness of
population. A township contains 80,000 acres of land; one-seventh is reserved for the clergy and oneseventh for the Crown; consequently five-sevenths remain for the disposal of Government, a large
proportion of which is taken up by grants to U.E. loyalists, militiamen, officers and others: the far
greater part of these grants remain in an unimproved state. These blocks of wild land place the
actual settler in an almost hopeless condition; he can hardly expect, during his lifetime, to see his
neighborhood contain a population sufficiently dense to support mills, schools, post-offices, places of
worship, markets or shops; and without these, civilization retrogrades.12
Together, Lord Durham’s criticisms and a growing popular interest in childhood education kindled
actions. These actions included revisions to the School Act in 1841 which included substantially
increased funding, but more importantly mandated Assistant Superintendent Egerton Ryerson (a senior
public servant) to visit Europe and the United States in order to devise such measures as may be
necessary to provide proper school books, to establish the most efficient system of instruction, to elevate
the character of both teachers and schools, and to encourage every plan and effort to educate and
improve the youthful mind of the country.13
Ryerson’s report is fascinating reading. In his narrative, Ryerson laid out a
concise and compelling whole system model or blueprint addressing the “what”
and “how” of transformation.
It was a mental model which could be shared and discussed, and a behavioral
model which could be understood, internalized and acted upon. He focused on a
system that would also accommodate existing governance relationships with
local authorities.
Here is Ryerson’s mental model for the whole system transformation more than 150 years ago.
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His First Part focused on the Principles of the System and Subjects to be taught using what he believed
to be the most efficient system of Instruction.




What is meant by Education? By Education, I mean not the mere acquisition of certain arts, or of
certain branches of knowledge, but that instruction and discipline which qualify and dispose the
subjects of it for their appropriate duties and employments in life, as Christians, as persons of
business, and also as members of the civil community in which they live.
What are the Principles or Characteristics of Public Instruction?
-

-

-
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Universality. The first feature of our Provincial system of Public instruction should be
universality. The branches of knowledge which it is essential to that all should understand,
should be provided for all, and taught to all. The knowledge required for the scientific pursuit of
mechanics, agriculture and commerce, must needs be provided to an extent corresponding with
the demand, and the exigencies of the county; while to a more limited extent are needed
facilities for acquiring the higher education of the learned professions.
Practicality. Nor is it less important to the efficiency of such a system, that it should be practical,
than this it should be universal. The mere acquisition or even the general diffusion of knowledge,
without the requisite qualities to apply that knowledge in the best manner, does not merit the
name of education.
Correspondence. The changes and developments which have been made in the arts, modes of
labour, methods of business, systems of commerce, administrations of the Government, and

8
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-



indeed every department of civilization, involve the necessity and importance of a corresponding
character in our whole system of public instruction.
Superficial methods of instruction deprecated. With the proper cultivation of the moral feelings,
and the formation of moral habits, is intimately connected the corresponding development of all
the other facilities both intellectual and physical. The great object of an efficient system of
instruction should be, not the communication of so much knowledge, but the development of the
faculties.
Accessible and Connected. Graduation of schools to the wants of the several classes of
community, and to their respective employments and professions, the one rising above the other
– the one conducting to the other; yet each complete in itself for the degree of education it
imparts; a character of uniformity as to the fundamental principles pervading the whole.

What should be taught, and how? Ryerson defined a list of subjects, together with extensive
recommendations of “best instructional practices” drawn on his learnings from Europe and the
United States.

His Second Part focused on the Machinery of the System, specifically the machinery necessary for its
establishment.


Importance and Role of Teachers. Ryerson escalated teaching from a wretched employment to an
honorable profession.
-

-



Division of Labor. I think it is the true business of teaching, as well as in every other department
of human industry, that where there is a suitable division of labour, each laborer is more likely to
become more thoroughly master of his work.
Training. There cannot be good Schools without good Teachers; nor can there be, as a general
rule, good Teachers … unless persons are trained for the profession.
Benefits. The benefits were clearly stated as: The elevation of School-teaching into a profession,
Promote the pecuniary interests of Teachers, will cause a great saving of time to pupils, and
expense to parents.

Comprehensive and Standardized System of Schools. Ryerson drew a connected and complete
picture of the whole system.
-

-

-
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Classification. Namely a system of graduated schools comprised of elementary (common),
model (trade or real), grammar, colleges and a provincial university. It also included establishing
a Normal school to provide qualified teachers.
Division of labour. The Courses of Instruction in each of these classes of Institutions is prescribed
by law, as also the qualifications for admission of pupils or students. There is therefore a
systematic and complete division of labour. Each school has its own province; there are no two
classes of Schools supported by the Government teaching one and the same thing, or the same
class of pupils. This is economy both in regard to labour and pecuniary expenditure.
Standardized. In the carrying out and completion of such a system the courses of instruction in
each class of schools would be prescribed, also the qualifications for admission into each of
9

-



Appropriate Textbooks.
-

-



them, above the primary schools; each school would occupy its appropriate place, and each
teacher would have his appropriate work.
Predictable Opportunities. Under such an organization, the same principles and spirit would
pervade the entire system; the basis of education in the elementary schools would be the same
for the whole community. Most would enter the workforce after elementary school, but those
whose parents might be able and disposed would proceed, some to the Real school to prepare
for business or trades, and others to grammar school to prepare for universities and the
profession.

Rationale for Standards. The variety of text books in the Schools, and the objectionable
character of many of them, is a subject of serious and general complaints. All classification of
the pupils is thereby prevented; the exertions of the best Teach are in great measure paralyzed;
the time of the scholars is almost wasted; and improper sentiments are often inculcated.
Rationale for state action. Any interference on the part of the Government in a subject of this
kind was formerly thought to be incompatible with individual right and liberty; but experience
has taught the fallacy of this, and many hundred theories, and efforts are now making to correct
the evils which such speculations have produced.

System Governance. Without addressing the many experiments of local school governance
structure, Ryerson laid out the need for government action in order to create a complete system.
This action was based on Control and Inspections. If it is the Master which makes the School, it is the
Government that makes the system. What the Master is to the one, the Government must be to the
other – the director, the animating spirit of it… So the enactment of a Common School Law, however
complete in its provisions, and the sanctioning of a course of instruction however practical and
comprehensive, will contribute little for the education of the people, without the parental, vigilant
and energetic oversight of the Government. If it is the duty of the Government to legislate on the
subject of public instruction, it must be its duty to see its laws executed. Among the roles for
government, Ryerson listed:
-

-
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Faithful and judicious expenditure according to the intentions of the Legislature.
Prepare regulations which relate to the general character and management of the Schools, and
the qualifications and character of the Teachers, leaving employment of them to the people,
and a large discretion as to the modes of teaching.
To provide, or recommend books, the catalogue of which may enable Trustees of Committees to
select suitable ones for the use of their Schools.
To prepare and recommend suitable plans of School-houses and their furniture.
Finally, and especially, to see that an efficient system of inspection is exercised over all the
Schools. What the Government is to the system, and what the Teacher is to the School, the local
Inspector or Superintendent should be within the limits of his District.
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Importance of Individual Efforts. There is so much in the very nature of education that is voluntary,
both in its pursuit by an individual, and in its advancement as a system, that without efforts beyond
those which should or could be enjoyed by statues, its interests can be advanced to but a very limited
extent in any community. [Such] efforts in this Province are indispensible to the realization of any
patriotic hopes as to our system of public instruction. The efficiency of some of the provisions of the
School Law is wholly depending on voluntary efforts.

Over the next thirty years, this mental model was accepted and implemented, starting with revisions to
the Legislation the following year. So powerful was the basic model that by 1871, when yet another
revised Act declared schools to be “free” in statute, nearly all communities had already accomplished
this in reality by local choice.
Ryerson recognized the transformational journey and the continuation of the conversation. He closed
his Report with the following words: My object has been to describe the outlines – leaving the filling up
to time and future occasions. The completion of the structure of which I have endeavored to lay the
foundation and furnish the plan, must be the work of years – perhaps of an age. It is, however, a ground
of encouragement and confidence, that we are not left to rude conjectures or untried theories in this
work.
Ryerson retired in 1876 after 32 years of transforming a system and passed away in 1882. He was not
an educator, but rather a minister, a systems thinker and a negotiator. He had the uncanny ability to
understand parts as well as conceive the whole. He drew on the work and experiences of others. For
example, his machinery of the system and methods of sustainable funding were adapted from U.S.
experience, his Normal and Model Schools were based on the German experience, and the school textbooks were originally adapted from the series then in use in Ireland, and acceptable to both Protestants
and Roman Catholics.14
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Learning from History
Our modern post-industrial context in 2011 is different than that of 150 years ago in at least two
important ways that make building a common mental model of a system more challenging. First, the
system to be the subject of informed transformation is much more entrenched and its status quo much
more defensible. Second, the process for reaching common understanding and agreement among
stakeholders has become much more convoluted. Creating truth is no longer as straightforward as it
was for Ryerson; the simple process used by him to establish his system theories and best instructional
practices involved creating a paradigm to fill a vacuum, more than than working through multiple
competing paradigms (although the transformation found ways to do so, for example regarding religion,
without “breaking the system”).
On the other hand, the fundamental elements of his change model remain today: the importance of
education; the expression of values and principles; a dominant theory of instruction and learning; the
role of teachers; the learning infrastructure (i.e. the modern equivalent of schools and text-books); the
approach to whole-system governance; and the importance of community participation.
Truly informed transformation requires the development of a sufficiently shared world view between
and within system stakeholders on a few critical leverage points, similar to those developed by Ryerson
in his model. These few might include:
-

The dominant theory of learning and instruction and its correspondence to the future needs for
education;
The nature of how the next phase of teaching professionalism and roles of teachers will be part
of an informed transformation ;
The preferred composition of system infrastructure, i.e. the modern equivalent of Ryerson’s
“schools and textbooks”.

Whatever these critical few leverage points may be, they must provide the essence of or subject
headings for a powerful new mental model for the system, and must use and build on the outputs of
previous consultations and agreements reached to date.
There are, of course, many stakeholders with an interest in the education system. Stakeholder salience
focuses on understanding “who or what really counts?” by categorizing institutional stakeholders
according to the attributes of power, urgency and legitimacy. Moving from thought to action requires a
focus on definite and expectant stakeholders, i.e. those who possess at least two of the attributes.
The following diagram depicts the broader system of stakeholders in education transformation.
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Genuine discourse requires a meta-framework within which each competing paradigm can see its place
and acknowledge the others, in which central questions are recognized universally and through which
parties can move forwards. Salient stakeholders must come together to discuss and reflect on their
deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations, or even pictures of images that influence their
understandings and actions, and what these mean in the context of transformation.
Michael Fullan believes that the criteria for selecting the critical drivers (or in our terms, leverage points)
of whole system reform are: intrinsic motivation, instructional improvement, teamwork, and “allness”.
The right drivers are effective because they work directly on changing the culture. The glue that
binds the effective drivers together is the underlying attitude, philosophy, and theory of action. The
mindset that works for whole system reform is the one that inevitably generates individual and
collective motivation and corresponding skills to transform the system.15
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We agree. Complexity science talks about the importance of attractor patterns, particularly in
motivating professionals to behave differently. This is a similar to Fullan’s concept of intrinsic
motivation:
This means aligning the goals of reform and the intrinsic motivation of participants. Intrinsic energy
derives from doing something well that is important to you and to those with whom you are working.
Thus policies and strategies must generate the very conditions that make intrinsic motivation
flourish.16
We believe that prior to broader stakeholder engagement, we need to co-produce the meta-framework
for discourse with representatives of the stakeholders.
Coming back to the paradox that system transformation is both directed (strategic choice) and emergent
(complex responsive process) at the same time, the common understandings achieved in the
engagement will represent the creation of meaning (a) initially by stakeholder leaders, and (b) over time
as the topics of ordinary conversations across the system. The sustainment process must incorporate
both. This means that the go-forward process must also focus on how intention emerges rather than
what it is.17
The education system is a complex adaptive system with the following characteristics:








Teachers and principals live in a professional working and learning environment where there is high
tension between the business of education and the profession of education. Expertise and values
are more important driving forces than are business models and position power. Rejection of
power-based direction leads to strong resistance to formal business management approaches.
The precise outcomes of change efforts in education are fundamentally unknowable, as interactions
are too complex for outcomes to be deterministic. In this ambiguity, making sense is as important
as making decisions. Sense making is a strategy for organizations and their members to create
meaning. Sense making is a social activity that requires interaction and the development of a
collective mind.
Since command-and-control management approaches don’t work well, management tasks need to
be redefined. Management’s role is to shape and create contexts in which appropriate forms of
self-organization can occur. The task of managing in such a complex, professional milieu is to
encourage and enable learning within the system. Learning requires leadership more than
management, and must build evidence.
As a fundamental precept of change in education, improvisation is the goal, rather than stability.
Improvisation enables innovation and creativity at all levels. Professional expertise and values can
be powerful inhibitors of innovation because of the vested interest they create in the status quo.
But professional expertise and values can also be powerful enablers when applied through patterns
of social interaction among professionals that reinforces their confidence in each other, leads to
small wins, and enhances the capacity to learn from events that do not happen frequently.
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A situation of low control demands a negotiation approach. A negotiation is a decision-making
process among interdependent parties who do not share identical preferences. This is fundamental
to resolving divergence of interest and reaching a mutually satisfactory outcome.
The professional environment demands a participative approach. Highly trained professionals reject
strong direction, seek to optimize their own profession and do not venture into radically new
ground. A professional environment requires a negotiated – not an imposed – planning, in order to
resolve uncertainty, grow new roles, and establish familiar patterns.
Change in complex systems is less about overcoming resistance, and more about understanding and
working with the natural patterns of attraction in the system. A common attractor pattern for many
is preferences for ideas which they helped create. We must understand and harness the existing,
underlying attractor patterns that explain complex behavior in education, e.g. desire for autonomy,
enhancement of professional image, improvement in learning outcomes.

This last point is worth further consideration. Change is less about overcoming resistance, and more
about creating attraction. Ryerson knew this. New contexts can break the hold of dominant patterns in
favor of new ones. Small changes can produce large effects when they change the existing patterns.
The concept of attractors turns the idea of resistance to change 180 degrees. To be concise, what we
think of as resistance is really an attraction to something else. In that perspective, resistance is natural,
but potentially changeable. Change the attractors, or tap into intrinsic motivators better, and the
system may do the rest of the work of change on its own.
Some guidance for developing attractors includes: understand the issues from the participant’s
viewpoint; design changes that offer clear advantages, are simple, and can be tested before
commitment; don’t expect individuals to change in an unaltered system; focus on relationships and
context: attractors are easier to create when working together constructively and with trust.
Recent developments in Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) identify the need to explicitly consider the
fundamental organizational paradox, namely that an organization is both a complex adaptive system
and a bureaucracy at the same time. Thus, organizations need to give thought to their duality.
According to CLT, “a role of enabling leadership at the strategic level is to manage the coordination of
rhythms, or oscillations, between the relative importance of top-down hierarchical dynamics and
emergent complex adaptive systems. Ultimately, neither can be separated from the other in knowledge
producing organizations.”18
In this vein, CLT argues that three different types of leadership are needed and must coexist. These are:



Administrative leadership, i.e. the actions of individuals and groups in formal managerial roles who
plan and coordinate organizational activities, the bureaucratic function.
Adaptive leadership, i.e. an emergent, interactive dynamic that is the primary source by which
adaptive outcomes are produced.
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Enabling leadership, which serves to enable (catalyze) adaptive dynamics and help manage the
entanglement between administrative and adaptive leadership by fostering enabling conditions and
managing the innovation-to-organization interface.

These roles are entangled within and across people and actions.
We suggest that, for education system transformation, tradition and accountability frameworks result in
senior leadership being (nearly exclusively) focused on administrative leadership. If an organization is
going to lead or participate in a significant system change, it should instead strengthen its capabilities in
and focus on enabling leadership. This requires new mindsets about leadership, as well as policies and
structures to support implementation. Thus, one of the primary requirements of success is defining and
ensuring enabling leadership for the informed transformation.
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