
[image: image1.jpg]the midwest )
CENTER for

TNy

¥ IISTEN DS




Launching Our Future Together (Project LOFT)
A Plan for Conducting a Stakeholder-Involved Futures Planning Process for the Grant Wood Area Education Agency.
(Executive Summary)
By: Dr. Trace Pickering

March 17, 2007
Grant Wood AEA’s Midwest Center for Innovation & Systems Design

Table of Contents
3The History of Innovation at Grant Wood AEA


4The Agency’s Context


5The Proposal for Launching Our Future Together Project


5Interactive Design and Strategic Planning


7The Design Process


8Stage I: Problem Formulation


9Stage II: Gathering Stakeholder Design Specifications


9Stage III: Creating & Proposing Designs


10Stage IV: Developing the First Approximation of the New Design


11Structure


11The Design Team – Team Makeup


12Design Team - Responsibilities


12Bibliography




The History of Innovation at Grant Wood AEA

Grant Wood Area Education Agency (the Agency) has a long history of successful strategic planning and innovation in and around the region. The Agency has participated in several rounds of strategic planning under the leadership of Dr. Ron Fielder. Since 1987, the Agency regularly and consistently has applied the current best-thinking planning tools and processes to engage in strategic planning and design. Langdon Morris, author of Permanent Innovation, identifies four distinct but critical types of innovation that organizations must continually engage in to be viable in ever-changing environments: (a) Incremental Innovation; (b) Breakthrough Product and Technology Innovation; (c) Business Model Innovation, and; (d) New Venture Innovation (Morris, 2006). The Agency has regularly engaged in such innovations over the past several decades.

The Agency has chosen to utilize its own innovative venture, The Midwest Center for Innovation & System Design, in order to conduct this strategic planning and futuring process. The Agency’s leaders – both formal and informal – recognize that designing and delivering an effective educational system in today’s context requires a methodology and set of assumptions quite distinct from past mental models and assumptions. Today’s world demands that organizations actively engage all its members in the development of the organization and the individual members it comprises. 
The Agency’s Context

Books such as The World is Flat, (Friedman, 2005) have helped America to recognize more fully that the context of the world and how we interact with it has changed in monumental ways. Technical advances are making the world a smaller place by leveling the playing field for countries and nations previously excluded from the global marketplace and economy. America’s long-standing response to such external threats has been to threaten, cajole, blame, and/or attempt to improve real or perceived inadequacies of its educational system. This decade’s intense emphasis on schools has not been seen on this scale since the 1957 launch of Sputnik and, on a smaller scale, the publishing of The Nation at Risk report in 1983 (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983; Daggett, 2005; Finn, 2005; Fullan, 2003; Kohn, 1999; Sarason, 1990; Sarason, 1996). 

While the Agency is significantly impacted by federal, state, and local responses to the new demands on education, other contextual factors are interacting to create a very new, complex, and chaotic environment for intermediate service agencies and the Agency in particular. Rapidly changing demographics in both Iowa and the nation impact the Agency’s funding, it’s ability to attract and retain talent, it’s approaches to servicing client needs, and, in the short-term, the results the Agency is able to achieve. A critical success factor for organizations today, including the Agency, is knowledge work, not physical work (Tarr, 2004, p. 1). Knowledge workers are commonly defined as working primarily with information or who develops and uses knowledge in the workplace.  Such workers require different structures that are flexible and capable of rapid adaptation and adjustment in order to be successful. While physical work-focused organizations relied on reductions in variation to ensure quality, knowledge work-focused organizations must foster variation in order to ensure innovation and high-quality. In addition, generational differences in the workforce are stressing the Agency’s traditionally-designed mentoring, induction and retention system. Finally, the Agency exists in a place that is often squeezed between a traditional and an emerging set of paradigms. Many local school systems – Agency clients – are recognizing the need to redesign their organizations in new and innovative ways while legislated mandates often strive to maintain the old functions, structures and processes that have, to-date, defined what “school” means. The Agency works within and as a part of both innovative local, state and national innovation and the more mechanically-inclined world of legislative mandate and measurement.
The Proposal for Launching Our Future Together Project
Interactive Design and Strategic Planning

The Agency’s leadership believes that while the current system has produced worthy results, the time has come for the Agency and its stakeholders to begin a process of improving and envisioning their future: a shared vision of their preferred future, a clear organizational design to facilitate the achievement of that preferred future, and a set of key target elements that – through successive approximations – will move the Agency closer to its preferred future. In short, the Agency seeks to create its own future – by design. To do so, the Agency will use an “Interactive Design Process”, developed by Dr. Russell Ackoff and Jamshid Gharajedaghi for helping organizations move confidently into a preferred future. The Midwest Center for Innovation and Systems Design (MWC) is sanctioned to conduct such work in the Midwest. Supporting and facilitating the efforts of the Agency and its people, this approach will:

· Analyze the current context and influences that have shaped and continue to shape the Agency and its constituents;
· Create organizational consensus as to an “ideal” vision for the Agency;
· Identify barriers to achieving the ideal and working in a planful way to remove those barriers and move the Agency closer to its ideal;
· Implement solutions, assess their impact, and improve upon the solutions through successive approximations of the preferred design.
The “Interactive Design Process” differs from traditional strategic planning in specific ways. Interactive Design believes that an organization can create a picture of what it wants to be rather than simply trying to predict and prepare for what might happen to it in the future. Such an approach generates excitement and commitment from Agency members – creating one’s future is much more interesting, engaging and worthwhile than dealing with the fear and fright of attempting to predict an uncertain future and build defenses to survive that future. 
The Agency exists today because of the successful efforts of yesterday and today’s committed employees. Successful solutions to known problems have helped the Agency to survive and thrive for over 30 years. Using that success as a foundation, Interactive Design asks the Agency to spend considerable time appreciating its current situation in order to create better understanding of the interacting set of variables both within and outside the Agency that work to make Grant Wood what it is today.– such a process appreciates the Agency’s past successes while helping the current organization to gain a better and deeper understanding of the whole set of issues and opportunities it faces. Rather than approach problems, solutions, and wishes one-at-a-time, Interactive Design operates under the assumption that solving one problem at a time is a failed strategy, often making things worse. Agency economic, social, political, cultural, educational, and aesthetic issues as well as the products and services it develops and provide interact in such a way that focusing on one issue in isolation can often exacerbate other issues. 
Finally, Interactive Design doesn’t create a “5-year plan” but instead creates a picture of a desired Grant Wood Area Education Agency of the future in which its leaders and members can then begin to continuously design itself towards, changing and altering the work as contexts and needs change.
The Design Process

The Interactive Design Process involves four stages and includes: 
· Stage I: Problem Formulation
· Stage II: Gathering Stakeholder Design Specifications

· Stage III: Creating & Proposing Designs

· Stage IV: Developing the First Approximation of the New Design.  
Each stage is described in some detail below.
Stage I: Problem Formulation

Problem formulation sets out to answer the general question: what set of interacting problems do we face as an Agency? Systems theory posits that we fail more often not because we fail to solve problems but that we identify and solve the wrong problems. There are three major reasons for studying the current system:

1. To develop a shared understanding of why the system behaves the way it does – a common notion of the current reality facing the system among all the actors.

2. To identify the areas of greatest leverage, vulnerability, and possible seeds of the system’s destruction.

3. To produce an early warning of trouble.

 (Profound Knowledge Resources, Inc., 2005).


The results of Stage I is both a conceptual map and a narrative describing the current set of interacting problems the Agency faces and, as appropriate, a short story of the Agency’s undesired future if nothing changes. This work will be driven and derived from the stakeholder input received. Such a compelling picture of the interacting set of problems – rather than acting as a depressant and spreading a sense of woe and despair – creates a sense of urgency to move to something new and preferred and engages people’s interest in taking part in crafting a desired future.
Stage II: Gathering Stakeholder Design Specifications

This stage of the process is the one requiring the most coordination and communication. The goal of this stage is to involve every stakeholder in a conversation about the preferred future they envision for the Agency. The goal is to ensure that every stakeholder has an opportunity to join in the discussion and share their ideas. Such a process should produce several thousand design specifications representing the voices of all stakeholders and stakeholder groups – both internal and external.


The essential question in this stage is: “If the Agency were destroyed overnight and you had to design a new Agency to replace it, what would you create if you could have what you wanted?” This stage is truly the “Imagineering” stage in that stakeholders have no constraints on their thinking. Once assembled, the complete list of design specifications is returned to the Design team, who then enters Stage III.

Stage III: Creating & Proposing Designs

The Design team enters into a series of meetings in which they create a set of potential designs that would both meet the ideas and themes generated from the design specifications and would dissolve the interacting problems the current system faces. 


The first step in this process is a careful examination of the design specifications. The goal of this step is to ensure that all ideas and visions are understood and accounted for. The list is classified and organized by the Design team into a set of key themes that accurately reflect the desires and dreams of the stakeholders. 


The second step is to begin drafting an organizational design that could deliver the set of desired specifications. Key functions are identified and complementary structures and processes are designed. It is optimal that the team develop alternate designs.


The third step involves taking the proposed design(s) back to the stakeholders for their review and validation. Do the proposed designs accurately reflect and create the desired specifications of the stakeholders? Do the proposed designs hold the potential to dissolve the interacting set of problems we face together as an Agency? Feedback is integrated via continual iterations of  the design and a final design selected with the appropriate levels of detail added for understanding, clarity and direction. The final design is presented to the stakeholders and a commitment to creating the design is made. This then becomes the “Ideal” design the Agency works to bring into being.
Stage IV: Developing the First Approximation of the New Design

The final stage involves converting the proposed design into a set of clear and measurable approximations. The Design team identifies the key elements of the design and an implementation plan is created. The Design team then works through a process of identifying the “1st approximation” work – what will be achieved over the course of the next year that will bring the Agency one step closer to its desired future?


The first approximation will be shared with stakeholders and a process for implementation will be established to both guide the work and to ensure proper measures and feedback mechanisms are engaged. Stakeholders and the Design team then gather periodically to assess progress and make necessary adjustments to the approximation or the design. 

Structure
The Design Team – Team Makeup

The process is guided by a group of diverse Agency stakeholders called the Design Team. Ideally the Design team is made up of internal and external stakeholders to the Agency. There is not an ideal number of team members as it is largely dependent upon the number of stakeholders involved. Given the size of the Agency, the Design team could be between 35 and 60 members. The makeup of this team can be determined in many ways but should be guided by the following criteria:
· The demographic makeup of the Design team as a whole should reflect the “census” of the Agency – roughly similar percentages as compared to the four generations of workers, gender, ethnicity, work role, region/area, etc.
· The Design team should reflect stakeholders across the spectrum – from those deeply committed to the Agency’s current direction to those currently feeling skeptical with the Agency’s direction.

Design Team - Responsibilities

The Design team is responsible for shepherding the design process through the stages and into the first approximation. Thereafter, the Design team is called together periodically to review results, adjust the design and plan successive approximations.
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