
18 | Green Schools Catalyst Quarterly Volume VI  June 2018 | 19 

Transforming Education for 
Equity, Sustainability, and Joy:  
Vermont as a Case Study in Systems Change
Ben Freeman

“We must join together to bring forth a sustainable 
global society grounded in respect for nature, 

universal human rights, economic justice, and a 
culture of peace.”

From the Preamble to the Earth Charter

There is no denying that this is an age of extreme 
contrasts.  Great beauty and promise shine brilliantly 
before a backdrop of environmental distress and 
profound social inequity.  How is it possible to 
make sense of these dual realities – personally, 
professionally, and for the students in our community 
schools?  Moreover, how can educators and 
their partners move from this understanding to 
meaningful action that transforms the path into the 
future, from current reality toward equity, health, and 
happiness?

On the surface, the challenges facing society today 
are a complex web of interrelated factors that shift 
and twist in unpredictable contortions.  The hidden 
truth is that complexity is often the result of the 
interaction of a few basic building blocks, each with 
wide-ranging influence.  From this perspective, 
facilitating systems change becomes an effort in 
mapping the system, identifying the key influential 
factors or nodes, and applying strategic pressure 
on those leverage points to achieve a desired 
outcome.  Examples of this practice abound, from 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDG) 
(United Nations, 2015) on the international stage, to 
the thriving farm to school initiatives in states across 
the United States, to the thousands of youth activist 
groups blossoming in schools and communities 
everywhere. 

There are many entry points to shifting a matrix as 
large and imbalanced as the global socio-economic 
system.  Thought pioneers in political, economic, 
cultural, and ecological systems are emerging 
new and creative solutions to chronic problems at 
a breathtaking pace.  Unfortunately, by following 
traditional models of hierarchical, linear cause-
and-effect structures, these actors too often get 
caught acting in isolation and out of alignment 
with potential partners, dampening the resonant 
power of their initiatives.  More effective results can 
be achieved by shifting the paradigm for change 

Personalized learning and flexible pathways to graduation 
facilitate meaningful engagement for all students.
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toward collective impact and emergent/adaptive 
design (ORS Impact, 2017; Hefitz, Greshow, & 
Linsky, 2009).  As a nation, we are seeing a new 
generation of creative, systems-oriented problem-
solvers emerging to meet the most pressing 
challenges of our time.  One such group in Vermont 
is working collaboratively toward a new vision of 
and for learning, moving away from entrenched, 
multi-generational problems and toward a future of 
equity, sustainability, and joy.

Context Matters: The Vermont Effect

Vermont is a wonderful place to live, learn, and work.  
With just over 620,000 residents, politics are local 
and individual voices are easily heard.  The state 
has a well-worn and fitting reputation as a bastion 
of progressive values, environmentalism, and, of 
course, excellent cheese and maple syrup.  What 
is less known to the rest of the nation are the deep 
roots of pragmatic conservatism, local control, and 
traditionalism that pervade all aspects of the state.  
Gun rights and blaze orange hunting garb are as 
much a part of the cultural fabric as Ben & Jerry’s 
and Bernie Sanders.  It is, in many ways, a more civil 
reflection of the polarity felt across the nation.

The educational context in Vermont mirrors that same 
polarity: highly progressive legislation in curriculum 
and instruction paired with mandated consolidations 
and increasing fiscal conservatism.  Schools are 
asked to innovate and diversify programming as they 
simultaneously struggle with declining enrollment 
and budget cuts.  It is an incredible challenge and an 
enormous opportunity.

In 2013, the Vermont legislature passed a set of 
progressive education policies (Act 77) that have the 
disruptive capacity to radically transform statewide 
learning systems.  The first two components of 
the legislation, personalized learning plans and 
proficiency-based graduation requirements, are 
familiar and common elements of education policy 
across the nation.  Uniquely, Vermont has coupled 
these policies with mandated flexible pathways 
to graduation, requiring equitable access to dual 
enrollment, community-based learning, blended 
learning, and early college opportunities.  This 
legislation provides a critical leverage point for 

enacting systems-level change across the learning 
landscape.

Despite this progressive legislation, the Vermont 
learning system still struggles to realize its potential.  
Enacting progressive learning models from within 
a hierarchical, siloed framework has resulted in 
change that is slow, isolated, hampered by existing 
structures, and rife with pockets of misunderstanding 
and resentment.  A better way exists.

Emergent Response to Challenge and Opportunity

Vermont Learning for the Future (VTLFF) started in 
2016 with a small group of connected educators 
and change agents who shared a frustration with 
the disorganized progress in Vermont’s education 
system following the passage of Act 77.  Inspired 
by previous work launching the Vermont Farm 
to School network, this group was nurtured by 
Shelburne Farms, a nonprofit organization educating 
for a sustainable future, and the Bay and Paul 
Foundations, a charitable organization dedicated 
to the transformative education of children and the 
conservation of the planet and our diverse cultural 
heritages.  These two organizations played a vital 
role in bringing resources and relationships together 
to form a critical mass of stakeholders with the 
experience, ideas, and ability to act.

The genesis for the network began with these 
early partners posing a simple question: “If the 
world and our culture are becoming increasingly 
complex, inequitable, and unsustainable, what is 
the state of education in Vermont, and how does 
it prepare students to engage with the realities 
of the world they will inherit?”  Another question 
immediately followed: “Presuming that education is 
central to the change we need, how can we rapidly 
evolve the system to realize a more just, joyful, and 
sustainable future, where every Vermont student is 
deeply engaged in their learning journey?”  From 
these questions, the network drafted the following 
goal: by 2022, Vermont will have a model learning 
system where all youth are engaged in equitable, 
reciprocal learning relationships that develop 
individual capabilities and powerful partnerships as 
they emerge as resilient global citizens committed to 
creating a just, joyful, and sustainable society.
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Personalized learning and flexible pathways to graduation 
facilitate meaningful engagement for all students.

http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/collectiveimpact
https://legislature.vermont.gov/statutes/section/16/023/00941
http://education.vermont.gov/student-learning/proficiency-based-learning
http://education.vermont.gov/sites/aoe/files/documents/edu-plp-what-are-flexible-pathways.pdf
http://education.vermont.gov/sites/aoe/files/documents/edu-plp-what-are-flexible-pathways.pdf
https://www.vtlff.org/
https://vermontfarmtoschool.org/
https://vermontfarmtoschool.org/
https://shelburnefarms.org/
http://www.bayandpaulfoundations.org/index.html
http://www.bayandpaulfoundations.org/index.html


22 | Green Schools Catalyst Quarterly Volume VI  June 2018 | 23 

To realize this goal, the early partners first needed 
information about the VT educational system itself: 
the critical elements within the system, how the 
elements relate, which ones drive change and which 
predominantly react, and where the points of greatest 
leverage (nodes) for change exist.  Working with 
systems consultant Scott Spann of Innate Strategies, 
the early team conducted an extensive system 
mapping process (see sidebar for details) which 
surfaced six critical nodes for affecting systems-level 
change in Vermont education:

1. A local and global need for Diverse Emergence 
to solve the complex challenges of today 
and tomorrow.  As understanding of the 
complexity and interconnected nature of 
“wicked problems” develops, so too does the 
understanding and application of emergence 
theory.  Chiefly, the diverse array of possible 
solutions does not yet exist and must be 
emerged through a process of systems-level 

Mapping a System

Vermont has 89,000 students, 334 schools and school districts, 
251 cities and towns, 180 legislators, 22 colleges and universities, 
hundreds of expanded learning opportunities, and a multitude 
of policies, programs, cultural values, and beliefs that affect them 
all.  To rapidly accelerate the pace of change in this complex 
system, the VTLFF team needed to know how all those factors 
relate, which ones drive change in others, and which ones are 
the most important to focus on.  Scott Spann of Innate Strategies 
facilitated the mapping process, starting with 29 individual 
interviews of education stakeholders, policy-makers, parents, and 
community leaders focused on the change they wanted to see in 
education.  Then, facilitated focus groups (38 new participants), 
explored the key themes that emerged from the interviews, 
drafting goals for each of those sectors.  A further level of dialog 
and analysis by sub-groups (58 new and returning participants) 
and two multi-stakeholder strategic convenings provided 
sufficient data for Scott to combine the subgroups’ goals into one 
draft overarching goal for the whole Vermont learning system and 
to create a map of the whole system.

After the subgroup meetings, Scott applied four different 
analytical techniques to the Vermont education system map 
to identify critical drivers of change.  The results: 41 of the 143 
map components emerged as powerful drivers in the Vermont 
Learning System.  Scott then looked at the logical flow of 
variables (which ones need to happen first to drive change in 
others) and identified the five key leverage points that appeared 
to be the most powerful opportunities to intervene in the system.  
These leverage points and related elements became the basis for 
the strategic 90-day projects at the core of the network.

After extensive analysis, 
the full system map was 
pared down to spotlight the 
most influential elements 
in the Vermont education 
ecosystem.

http://innatestrategies.com
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/590cbe53ebbd1afaa38e2081/t/5ad0bbf11ae6cf72ec320300/1523629042650/VTLFF+System+Map.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/590cbe53ebbd1afaa38e2081/t/5ad0bc136d2a73d7d24bd352/1523629093296/VTLFFLeversStrategyMapV7cTeams.jpg
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collaboration, strategic probes, and alignment 
and amplification of successful strategies.  
The five successive nodes within the Vermont 
education systems map emerged as critical 
leverage points in their own right as well as 
having the highest degrees of interactive 
influence to promote the diverse, emergent 
solutions necessary for systems-level change. 

2. Increasing the quantity and quality of Youth 
with Access to their Learning Potential.  
Critical to this leverage point is the quantity 
and quality of understanding the neuro-
psychology of learning, degree of community 
engagement, access to meaningful learning 
(place-based, integrated, applied) and 
student’s sense of agency in learning.  

3. Increasing the quantity and quality of Youth-
Adult Partnership in learning.  A foundation 
of shared responsibility for learning 
activates student engagement alongside 
rigor, relationships, and relevance (Beattie, 
Rich, & Evans, 2015).  Authentic youth-
adult partnerships are essential elements 
of successful personal learning plans (a 
critical element of Act 77) and larger school 
transformation efforts. 

4. Increasing the quantity, quality, and access to 
Digital Learning opportunities.  Vermont is a 
rural state with unequal access to expanded 
learning opportunities (another critical 
element of Act 77).  Access to high-quality 
digital learning opportunities is a critical 
equalizer for student and teacher learning 
opportunities.

5. Increasing the quantity and quality of best 
practices that define the Design Portfolio 
of the education landscape.  Identifying 
transformative learning practices, programs, 
and professional learning opportunities and 
then aligning and amplifying them across the 
educational landscape builds transformative 
capacity for the entire system.

6. Framing and Messaging.  The ability to 
effectively communicate the need, process, 
and desired outcome for change is essential 
to the successful completion of this work.

These critical levers for systems change became 
an organizing structure for the network, providing 
nodes of interest and influence into which network 
participants could self-organize and collaborate.  
Each of these lever groups takes responsibility for 
developing a series of emergent, collective-impact 
projects that apply pressure to their lever.  Working 
collectively to raise awareness, increase alignment, 
and apply weight directly to each of these areas, the 
network is contributing to a rapid shift in Vermont’s 
educational system, creating conditions that 
promote equity, joy, and sustainability in schools and 
communities across the state.

Strategy: Collective Impact and Emergent Design

The committed professionals who came together 
under the VTLFF network to tackle these challenges 
are driven by the moral and pragmatic imperatives of 
education: to realize and develop individual potential 
and to emerge a more equitable and sustainable 
world.  The role of the VTLFF network is to support 
practices and programs aligned with its mission, as 
well as to facilitate change through targeted leverage 
point projects.  Specifically, the VTLFF network strives 
to:

• Discover and advance new, collaborative 
learning projects and partnerships that 
positively impact Vermont youth;

• Strengthen existing partnerships and leverage 
network resources for greatest impact;

• Encourage creative thought within VTLFF 
and across Vermont’s education and cultural 
landscape;

• Connect partners and engaged citizens with 
data and expertise;

• Elevate best practices and ideas across the 
learning landscape;

• Support authentic youth-adult partnership as 
fundamental to systems change;

• Build capacity for educational and cultural 
betterment; and

• Align Vermont learning practices to take 

full advantage of Vermont’s transformative 
education policy (Vermont Learning for the 
Future, n.d.-a,b).

Connecting for Partnership and Alignment

Because the VTLFF network is largely composed 
of working professionals, it has embraced the role 
of connector, identifying and linking individuals, 
organizations, and projects that are aligned with 
network priorities.  Sometimes this takes the form 
of direct partnership, but often it is the work of 
strengthening collective impact through alignment 
and project collaboration.  One such collaborative 
partnership emerged from interactions with an 
educational nonprofit (the Vermont Energy Education 
Program) that was developing a Youth Climate 
Leaders Academy with a civics teacher from one 
school district and a sustainability coordinator from 
another.  Through dialog with VTLFF collaborators 

and a presentation at a Network Summit, the 
project linked up with a professional development 
coordinator at the Tarrant Institute for Innovative 
Education, a professor from St. Michael’s College, 
and a team of professionals as resources from within 
the network.  This group is in the midst of developing 
a platform for micro-badging toward proficiency-
based graduation requirements, which is being tested 
by students in the Climate Leaders Academy.

High Frequency, Low Amplitude Gains: 90-Day 
Projects

One of the collective impact practices the VTLFF 
network adopted is high-frequency, low amplitude 
projects.  VTLFF leverage projects are designed 
to fit within 90-day cycles and be completed by 
working professionals on a volunteer basis.  By 
focusing on discrete, 90-day projects that apply 
weight on critical leverage points and measuring their 
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Lever groups explain their 90-day project plans at the 
conclusion of a Network Summit.

http://veep.org/veep-programs/youth-climate-leaders-academy/
http://veep.org/veep-programs/youth-climate-leaders-academy/
https://www.uvm.edu/tiie/
https://www.uvm.edu/tiie/
https://www.badgelist.com/YCLA
https://www.badgelist.com/YCLA
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success, it is possible to sustain a tangible sense of 
progress toward the goal.  This sense of progress, 
partnership, and vision leads to a self-amplifying 
cycle of emergence, fertilizing the ground for new 
and transformative work.

An early example of a 90-day project by the 
subgroup working on the Design Portfolio lever was 
to complete an internal survey of network participants 
and determine the degree of connectivity between 
them.  The resulting map (with key) provided 
useful data to illustrate relative strengths and 
weaknesses in collaboration, alignment, and diversity 
of transformative educational practitioners and 
organizations across the state.  From these findings, 
the VTLFF network strategically expanded its 
connections and partnerships, as well as nurtured 
relationships that were revealed as significant nodes 
of influence within the system. 

More recent projects included developing a series 
of Youth-Adult Partnership rubrics (more detailed 
versions built off this framework) for use in schools 
statewide.  This project is currently in progress 
with VTLFF participant support, VTLFF micro-grant 
funding, and significant partner-organization time, 
energy, and coordination.  The intent is that this 
project will result in transferrable tools that can be 
used statewide to accelerate the pace of positive 
change through authentic youth-adult partnership in 
learning. 

Leadership Without Hierarchy

As an organization, it is essential that VTLFF model a 
system that embodies its goals for a just, joyful, and 
sustainable future.  To that end, the VTLFF network 
is non-hierarchical, actively seeks and elevates 
marginalized voices, and embraces active learning 
as a key organizational strategy.  Coordination 
of network efforts is facilitated by the Common 
Circle, a group of volunteers nominated from each 
leverage group.  Common Circle representatives 
help coordinate the 90-day projects, act as liaisons 
with the other lever groups, hold regular meetings 
with the larger teams, and use input from their 
groups to make decisions on everything from funding 
priorities to strategic direction.  As the VTLFF network 
grew, the need for additional support spurred the 

creation of a Network Coordinator position, whose 
role is not to direct the network, but to help create 
the conditions and secure the resources the network 
needs to achieve its goals.  The non-hierarchical 
structure of the VTLFF network is codified in the 
guidelines for the Common Circle, coordinator, and 
other supporting groups (VTLFF, 2017).

Successes and Milestones

Since the VTLFF network launched, it has convened 
five statewide summits and completed nine 90-day 
project cycles.  The summits serve to bring together 
the diverse collection of participants to promote 
collaboration, engage in professional learning 
and alignment, provide professional feedback for 
emerging projects, and strategically prepare for the 
next cycle of 90-day projects.  With each summit, 
the network has expanded and diversified its 
membership and the conversation around goals and 
process.  The Winter 2018 Summit was the largest 
to date and included teachers and administrators, 
representatives from government and nonprofit 
organizations, critical partners from early childhood 
through higher education, and a diversity of non-
traditional education providers and supporters.  The 
90-day projects that have been completed and are 
in progress reflect the emergent dialog facilitated in 
these gatherings, as well an increasingly developed 
ability to design and follow-through on work with 
volunteer participants.

Cultivating Pathways to Sustainability

One of the early emergent outcomes of the network 
is Cultivating Pathways to Sustainability (CPS).  
Following a network gathering, three educators 
asked, “what would happen if we had youth come 
together with an adult partner to think about these 
goals (UN SDG) and what they could do in their 
own school communities to make change?”  Now 
in its second year, with 185 students and partner 
teachers working in 21 schools across the state, CPS 
has evolved into a multi-partner, interdisciplinary 
launchpad for integrating the UNSDGs into project-
based curricula.  This project applies weight to 
several of our critical levers, including increasing 
the quantity and quality of transformative learning 
opportunities in the state, increasing meaningful 

What is education for?  Collaborating 
with the Vermont Agency of Education to 
draft a vision for all Vermont graduates.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B6XDMDNKCm2FR1NqbGo3UUtEX2lVdVJUdHhsUFh0TnJfR0c0/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Na75wMuT3wdC07Q_E4d0t2gauZPoVwhN14JX0bhiKLI/edit#gid=63708555
http://www.upforlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/YApartnershiprubric-updated-5-2016.pdf
http://www.upforlearning.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/YApartnershiprubric-updated-5-2016.pdf
https://www.vtlff.org/vermont-school-district/
https://vimeo.com/243056302
https://vimeo.com/243056302
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youth-adult partnership in learning, and amplifying 
our network messaging through various media and 
in-person platforms.  Some of the standout projects, 
like Crossett Brook Middle School’s Cougar Co-op 
and the Burke Town School’s (BTS) Project Hope, 
have been profiled and shared across the state.  The 
Cougar Co-op is a student-run business that operates 
under a sustainable mission guided by the UN SDGs, 
while BTS students partner with the Vermont Rural 
Partnership, the One Burke project, and community 
leaders to identify how to make their community 
more sustainable.  Students are now working to 
translate those community needs into opportunities 
for student-led community development projects with 
funding and support from their partners in and out of 
school. 

Design Studios

In the spring of 2018, VTLFF began offering a series 
of Design Studio workshops focused on place-based 
learning that integrates personalized learning plans, 
flexible pathways, and proficiency-based graduation 
requirements.  The workshops are led by VTLFF 
volunteers, drawing on relevant expertise, and are 
aimed at building collaborative learning partnerships 
between students, teachers, and professionals.  
Each workshop provides experiences with powerful 
integrated learning partnerships; opportunities to 
build connections between educators, students, and 
community partners; and a facilitated curriculum 
design process.  They offer a unique place to focus 
on a specific theme with local community partners 
around the state.  The first studio, Design Studio 
I: The Arts, Creativity, and Joy, focused on visual 
arts, media, performing arts, literature and spoken 
word, technology, and industrial arts.  The goal of 
promoting sustainability, equity, and joy as essential 
outcomes of learning is integrated in each studio.

Burlington City and Lake Semester

Beginning in 2016, VTLFF began supporting the 
emergence of the Burlington City and Lake Semester 
(BCL), an immersive semester program for Burlington 
High School students.  BCL is primed to launch in 
the fall of 2018 with a curriculum focused on the 

following themes: Sense of Place, Community and 
Identity, Civic Engagement, Social Justice, and 
Sustainability.  BCL strives to empower young people 
as citizens, students, and community members 
through authentic, collaborative real-world learning 
experiences in and around the city of Burlington.  
This project amplifies the power of youth-adult 
partnership; authentic, place-based learning; and 
community partnerships for change.  By providing 
expertise, collaborative support, and sharing the 
story of BCL, the network is both strengthening this 
new initiative and increasing opportunities for similar 
projects to emerge across the state. 

Looking Forward

To date, strategic partnerships paired with foundation 
and private philanthropic support have enabled 
VTLFF to develop network and project capacity on a 
relatively modest budget (less than $100,000/year).  
Due to the highly transparent and collaborative 
nature of the work and goals, accountability in an 
emergent, self-organizing network is ultimately 
a responsibility of the participants themselves.  
Oversight and accountability have primarily been 
assessed by the health of the network – the number 
and diversity of participants and projects, as well 
as increased regional connections and statewide 
partnerships.  By these metrics, VTLFF is thriving.  
Two years into the project, VTLFF is exploring 
potential for a statewide, youth-led survey to 
track changes in its ultimate target outcomes – 
engagement (happiness, graduation rates, post-
secondary success), equity (disadvantaged student 
engagement and success), and sustainability metrics 
(progress toward the Big Ideas of Sustainability and 
UN SDGs).  

One of the powerful aspects of engaging multiple, 
diverse constituent groups in systems change is that 
it has the tendency to orient the conversation toward 
the future.  The question of “what are we working 
toward?” takes precedence over the stumbling 
blocks of current realities.  With an aligned vision, 
groups more easily shift their focus from constraints 
and limitations to a mindset of “let’s get started 
anyway,” surfacing shared goals and identifying the 

pieces of the solution that they can leverage from 
their particular place of expertise (Senge, Hamilton, 
& Kania, 2015).  Forming a network of students, 
teachers, administrators, state agencies, higher 
education partners, expanded learning opportunity 
providers, and citizens aligned with a shared goal 
is an extremely powerful force for change.  VTLFF 
exemplifies how an emergent approach to complex 
systems change creates diverse opportunities while 
solving entrenched cultural problems.

Though the language and particulars may differ from 
place to place, the effort in Vermont demonstrates 

that it is possible to align education toward a vision 
of positive change.  With community backing, 
schools find purpose and direction in the moral and 
pragmatic imperatives of education: to realize and 
develop individual potential and to emerge a more 
equitable and sustainable world.  Students, teachers, 
parents, and partners are joining in the great work 
laid out in the Earth Charter: “to bring forth a 
sustainable global society grounded in respect for 
nature, universal human rights, economic justice, and 
a culture of peace.”
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