- Episode 7: Implementing The 16 Success Drivers and How They Can Be Holistically Enacted and Embodied in Schools and Across Learning Ecosystems. Introduction Part A.
[00:00:00] 
[00:00:00] David Osher: Across the first six episodes of this podcast, we've been deepening our understanding of what it takes for young people to learn deeply and thrive, and what adults and young people can do right now to help make that happen. We began with the basic question: what would it take for all young people, not simply to perform adequately in school, but to learn deeply and also to thrive?
And over these conversations, several things have become increasingly clear. One is that learning, development, and wellbeing cannot be separated. Young people do not leave their identities, emotions, relationships, histories, cultures, families, or experiences at the classroom door. What happens academically is intertwined with whether they feel safe, whether they belong, whether they are known, whether they see meaning in what they are doing, and whether they have opportunities to [00:01:00] exercise individual and collective agency.
A second theme has been that we cannot get there one program at a time.
In our last episode especially, we kept returning to the problem of fragmentation. Schools can have excellent programs, committed people, community partners, mental health services, social and emotional learning, restorative practices, family engagement efforts, and still have students experience the school as disconnected pieces
Jane Quinn used the image of a Christmas tree school, schools on which good programs keep getting hung like ornaments without necessarily asking how do they fit together, or whether from the standpoint of a young person or a family, they add up to something coherent.
So this episode is about the next question: what does it look like when people actually do put the pieces together? That is a [00:02:00] different question from asking what works. We have a substantial evidence base about many things that work. The harder question is how schools and systems take those pieces and turn them into a strategy, something coherent enough to shape what adults do every day, and adaptive enough to respond to each young person, family, community, and the circumstances that the schools serve That way of thinking has shaped my work for a long time.
It was central, for example, to the Harvard Ed Press book, Creating Safe, Equitable, Engaging Schools. We developed that book because there was already a great deal of evidence about effective programs and practices, but what educators needed, we felt, was something different, a way to think strategically and comprehensively about how the pieces fit together to support deeper learning, wellbeing, and equity.
Throughout the book, we tried to connect research to [00:03:00] places where people were actually doing the work, and Cleveland became an important recurring example in every chapter, not because it was the only place doing the good work, which you and many others, but because different parts of Cleveland's humanware effort allowed us to show what readiness, planning, student voice, intervention selection, school climate, restorative practices, and continuous improvement could look like in practice.
That same way of thinking shaped the National Academy of Education paper, Building Supportive Conditions and Comprehensive Supports to Enhance Student and Educator Wellbeing and Thriving. In that paper, we identified 16 interconnected success drivers, such as being equity centered, relationally rich, culturally responsive, strengths based, family and youth driven, attentive to the whole person, systematic about readiness and implementation, and committed to continuous improvement.
But the important word there is interconnected. [00:04:00] The point was never that somebody should take a list of 16 things and check them off. The question is, what happens when these drivers begin to reinforce one another and become a part of a coherent way of doing work and building conditions for learning and thriving?
But the important word there is interconnected. The point was never that somebody should take a list of 16 things and check them off. The question was what happens when these drivers begin to reinforce one another and become part of a coherent way of doing the work?
That is why when I was looking for places that could make this concrete in the National Academy paper, I chose the UCLA Community School and Cleveland deliberately. I already knew both places well enough to know that they were not simply doing a collection of good things. They had developed a coherent, sustained approach in which many of these drivers reinforce one another. [00:05:00] They were also very different places. The UCLA Community School was deliberately created from the ground up. Cleveland was transforming a large existing district under extraordinary, difficult conditions.
Different scale, different history, different starting conditions. That made them s- especially useful to put side by side. In fact, the final section of the National Academy paper is called Putting the Pieces Together, and when we looked across the two places, some important commonalities were visible.
Neither began by shopping for a collection of programs. Both developed a clear conception of what they wanted young people to experience, and then worked to align structures, relationships, practices, supports, and resources around that conception. Both had leaders who stayed with the work long enough for people to develop capacity and trust rather than [00:06:00] continually resetting the agenda.
Both combined a coherent direction with the understanding that what works in general still has to be adapted to particular people, neighborhoods, communities, and circumstances. Both use plenty of data, not primarily to judge people, but to learn and improve. Both reached beyond the school and the district itself to families and communities, universities, community organizations, philanthropy, public agencies, and teacher unions.
So I'm s- especially pleased in this episode to be able to share these two places with you, not as models to copy, but as places we can learn from through the people who actually helped build and sustain the work. One feature of both efforts is worth noting because it speaks to how change was organized Neither relied on school or district leadership acting [00:07:00] alone.
Both built durable partnerships across institutions and groups that had a stake in the work, including families, community organizations, universities, funders, public agencies, and teacher unions. In both places, the unions were part of the work itself, helping shape, support, and sustain change rather than operating separately from them.
Both efforts benefited from sustained collaboration with teacher unions alongside other community institutional partners, and this broader alignment helped create the capacity and commitment needed to move difficult change forward. That matters because it shifts how we think about education change. It sh- suggests that the unit of change is not simply a program or even an individual teacher.
It is an ecology. And within that ecology, relationships matter, power matters, organizational capacity matters, culture matters, voice [00:08:00] matters, the way resources are coordinated matters, the way people respond when something does not work matters, and time matters. Eric Gordon, who led Cleveland's transformation, describes that tension beautifully. He talks about changes requiring both a sprint and a marathon, what he calls a kind of persistent urgency, acting quickly when young people need something now, while at the same time building the structures and cultures that can sustain improvement over many years.
That is one of the tensions I want us to keep in mind throughout this episode. Young people are sitting in classrooms today. We cannot tell them the system will become supportive, equitable, engaging, academically powerful 10 years from now. At the same time, sustainable transformation does not happen in a semester.
That's one of the reasons I titled an article about Cleveland as Beyond Simple [00:09:00] Solutions. So how do you act with urgency without producing churn? How do you stay coherent without becoming rigid? How do leaders provide direction while also sharing power?
How do professionals bring expertise without substituting their judgment for the knowledge of students and families? How do you use evidence without assuming that something shown to work somewhere else can simply be transplanted?
And how do you create enough organizational readiness that good ideas actually become good experiences for young people? Those questions take us directly i- into the conversations in this episode. We'll hear first from the people who helped build and sustain those two very different efforts: Eric Gordon in Cleveland, Queena Kim f- at the UCLA Community School.
We will also hear from Jillian Aarons about the role of teachers and organized labor in Cleveland, and from K- Karen Hunter-Cortz, who has studied and helped [00:10:00] develop the UCLA Community School from its beginnings, and from Vivian Gadsden, whose work on families, cultural learning, and the relationships between institutions and communities helps us look beneath organizational structures to the experiences of children and families themselves.
What I hope we can do is resist the temptation to turn either Cleveland or UCLA into a model that someone should copy. That is not the lesson
The work will necessarily look different in different communities because context is different. What can travel are the strategic approaches, developing a coherent vision, understanding root causes, building capacity, engaging the young people whose lives are affected, connecting supports and learning, using evidence to improve, and having the persistence to keep doing the work over time."
So this episode is really about the movement from principles to practice, and from practice [00:11:00] to sustained change. Not what program should we adopt, but what are we trying to create? What has to be true for young people and adults to experience it?
Who has to be part of building it? What capacities do we need? How will we know whether it is working, for whom, and under what conditions? And when is it not working, and how do we learn rather than blame? These are the questions that connect the work we have done in the first six episodes to where we are going now.
But ultimately, creating schools in which young people learn deeply and thrive is not about finding one more answer. It is about developing the collective capacity to keep putting the right pieces together with young people, families, educators, and communities, and to keep making them work better.
And that is where we begin
