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Background
As a citywide public-sector entity, the District of Columbia’s Office of the State Superintendent of Education 
(OSSE) is committed to tackling the poor educational outcomes existing in the District of Columbia. For 
the Division of Early Learning (DEL) at OSSE, this has meant a focus on building a sense of urgency and 
collective accountability to improve outcomes for children. This starts with ensuring healthy births and then 
sustaining positive health and development throughout childhood.

The District’s children from birth to five years old are benefitting from an increase in federal and citywide 
policies and investments. Currently under the banner of Thrive by Five, this now includes Universal Pre-
Kindergarten and the adoption and expansion of a number of evidence-based early childhood programs for 
infants and toddlers from the maternal child health and child development fields. There are citywide efforts 
to improve the early childhood workforce, improve the quality of early childhood learning environments, and 
to have a more efficient and effective service response to the needs of families and children. There is also 
an expansion and strengthened capacity of local leadership, resulting in the investment of neighborhood-
based infrastructure that supports localized action that is visible and influential in driving change that informs 
and improves citywide policy and practice approaches. Yet, even with all of this effort, there remains a 
fragmented approach to planning, resource allocation, and service delivery, as well as continued disparities 
in outcomes for children and families. 

The lack of progress in addressing entrenched social inequity and child vulnerability has put a spotlight on 
the challenge of introducing systems change that reaches a citywide scale. What follows is the story of DEL’s 
role in building a cohesive approach among other public-sector agencies, community organizations, early 
childhood advocates and other stakeholders working towards more effectively addressing the District’s racial 
and social inequities and improve outcomes for all children. This is not to claim success prematurely. DEL 
is fully cognizant of the constraints still existing in creating the conditions needed to realize better results 
for all of the District’s children. Nor is this meant to overstate the role of DEL. It is clearly a collective effort, 
with many playing a part in creating and influencing change and sustaining the forward momentum. Yet, it is 
important to share DEL’s story as a public-sector entity and the intentionality it has brought to enlist others 
to continue to innovate, share, and learn how to address the challenges in building a truly effective citywide 
early childhood system of services and supports. 
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Designing for Large-Scale Change
As a public-sector organization, DEL has direct experience in, and a front row seat to, the inadequacy of the 
myriad public-sector attempts to address the problem of how to improve outcomes for vulnerable children 
and their families. For DEL and others, it has become much clearer that most of these efforts may have been 
organized and implemented at scale, yet they were executed as if they were a proven solution and a there 
was a predictability to achieving large-scale positive results. However, the complexity of the problem and the 
varied environments in which changes were being planned and introduced were either given little attention 
or simply ignored. Dealing with complex problems requires continually seeking information that helps gauge 
whether actions are effective or even relevant to real-life conditions. If actions are not effective, they must be 
adapted and iterated to determine more effective solutions (Meadows & Wright, 2009; Mitchell, 2009).  

Most approaches to large-scale system change use the same basic approach. Get the right people in the room, 
define the problem, create the logic model or something similar, decide on a specific strategy, create an action 
plan, establish a timeline with benchmarks, implement the interventions. Quite often, even if progress is not 
fully understood or success has not been achieved, the effort is codified within a toolkit or blueprint for others 
to follow. Failing to achieve the results most often is considered the result of poor implementation or lack of 
sustained leadership, not a flaw in the design or questioning of the overall approach. 

Yet, the most effective examples of achieving large-scale changes for entities that embraced complexity were 
when those within a system (geographically or service-sector defined) put the conditions in place that allowed 
for more flexible participatory governance models and more rapid innovation and adaption of strategies or 
interventions, including iterative testing, prototyping, and on-going assessment for continuous improvement 
(Bryk et al., 2011; Langley et al., 2009; Gloor, 2005; Oldham, 2004; Senge et al., 2004). With these practice 
foundations in place, entities were more able to innovate, respond, and adapt to meet local needs on an 
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ongoing basis, driving the development of those changes and interventions that truly made a difference. This 
included creating and supporting the mechanisms, tools, processes, and diverse skillsets people could rely 
on to organize and further their individual and collective work. The systems-change work was dedicated to 
supporting and sustaining new practices, resources, and the necessary mindsets that enabled a diversity of 
players to self-organize and re-organize as needed to evolve and co-create positive change. 

These new practices included:

n Groups of diverse stakeholders while organized around a common goal, open to uncertainty. 
There is acceptance that there can be more than one plan or theory on how to move the work 
forward (Bryk et al., 2011; Gloor, 2005; Senge et al., 2004).

n Coordinating mechanisms and leadership that oversee this flexible participatory structure and 
spaces that mobilize multiple stakeholders and where diverse constituencies are invited to 
collectively solve problems (Scharmer, 2018; Bowie 2011; Senge et al, 2004; Ostrom, 1990). 

n Long-term partnerships where the value of participation remains individually and 
organizationally defined. Players across sectors and disciplines coordinate agendas that allow 
them to absorb the risks of initiating change and take on the additional effort that comes from 
working together to align and integrate strengths and capacities (Bowie, 2016; Gloor, 2005; 
Ostrom, 1990). 

n Willingness to learn and experiment with new ideas and adopt new roles and structures. 
Recognition of no “right” way and that solutions will be context specific. Engaging those 
responsible for implementing policy or actions as well as those meant to directly benefit from 
the intervention is critical. Community or context experts, together with content specialists, 
design and innovate to reimagine new improved solutions (Bowie & Inkelas, 2014, Bryk et al, 
2011; Langley et al, 2009, Oldham, 2004, Glouberman & Zimmerman, 2002).

n New ways of collecting and making sense of qualitative and quantitative data that allow 
renewed and continual understanding of the current context along with the system 
functioning or performance. Collectively producing and sharing knowledge on the collective 
process, action taken, and the results. The group remains relentlessly reflective. This drives 
ongoing iterations of disruption, adaption, innovation, and continuous improvement 
(Scharmer, 2018, Morieux & Tollman, 2014; Miller, 2010; Gloor, 2005; Senge et al., 2004).
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DEL’s Evolving Role in Large-Scale 
System Change
DEL’s working premise is that by extending services and supports to ensure more equitable access to quality 
early childhood experiences, all of DC’s children will enter school ready to learn and be developmentally 
on track. The DEL is directly responsible for coordinating early childhood education services for children 
and families living in the District of Columbia. DEL’s role is to develop an effective and impactful early care 
and education system. It does this by implementing high-quality standards for programs and professionals; 
providing supports to meet these quality standards; monitoring program adherence to rigorous local and 
federal accountability measures; and securing financial resources to support these activities (Retrieved from 
https://osse.dc.gov/service/early-learning).

DEL is also committed to improving early childhood outcomes by investing in building a comprehensive 
early childhood ecosystem that reaches and is responsive to the more specific needs of vulnerable children 
and their families. This more expansive role in facilitating and supporting a cross-sector integrative approach 
to improved outcomes for young children dates back at least a decade, to the mid-to-late 2000s. This was a 
move from the more typical public-sector investment in early childhood services to offering positive quality 
early childhood experiences and learning environments in order to enhance early childhood development. 

Many stakeholders, groups, and organizations have been instrumental in moving forward this change in 
approach in early childhood development in DC (Retrieved from https://www.ecfunders. org/wpcontent/
uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf). Many in the District’s early childhood community now 
focus on improving outcomes for children based on the emerging research on the family and neighborhood 
effects on child development and learning. The positive side to all of this is the growing and evolving 
commitment to supporting early childhood development and the recognition of the importance of early 
supports and interventions for lifelong health and well-being. The downside is the DC community has 
been inundated with new plans, service strategies, and programs intended to improve early childhood 
developmental outcomes. Most often, each of these new services, strategies, programs or interventions 
is layered onto the myriad other existing services, supports, and interventions, each with its own goals 
and measures of success. Less attention has been paid to planning for how all of these efforts could be 
integrated or aligned in such a way as to not overwhelm the family, service providers, organizations, or 
communities and obtain a more synergistic effect. 

The Pre-K Enhancement and Expansion Act of 2008 formally established pre-kindergarten as a key lever to 
changing early childhood outcomes within the city (Retrieved from https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/
laws/17-202.html). The Act launched universal publicly offered and supported pre-kindergarten. Overseen 
by DEL, the focus remains on improving the quality of existing programs and expanding access to these 
high-quality programs to all three- and four-year-olds throughout the city. The Act’s passage was pivotal 
in creating a formal mechanism in which an aligned early childhood system’s reform agenda could move 
forward more effectively. For DC, the challenge has been that each level of interaction has needed some 
means to coordinate and align the work whereby individual actors could connect, self-organize, and adjust to 
align their actions with others to more effectively and collectively realize better systemwide results. If large-
scale change was to be realized, there needed to be tools and a mechanism by which to share experiences 
and learning both within and across locales and within and across the system.

https://osse.dc.gov/service/early-learning
https://www.ecfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf
https://www.ecfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf
https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/laws/17-202.html
https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/laws/17-202.html
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Adopting an Ecosystem Approach 
Pursuant to the Pre-K Enhancement and Expansion Act, the State Early Childhood Development 
Coordinating Council (SECDCC), was created in March 2011 (Retrieved from https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/
council/code/sections/38-271.07.html). The SECDCC provides the early childhood system stakeholders a 
vehicle by which to align towards a collective vision for a comprehensive early childhood system. It also 
models a culture of cooperation and learning in an attempt to improve early childhood and family services 
and support. The SECDCC supports and advocates for policies and practices to ensure a comprehensive 
early childhood education and development system for infants, toddlers, and young children by improving 
collaboration and coordination among agencies and community partners in the District of Columbia. 

The role of the Council is to improve collaboration and coordination among entities carrying out federally and 
District-funded pre-K and other early childhood programs. The Council’s vision is that all young children and 
families in the District of Columbia will receive the necessary supports and services from birth to age eight 
to be ready to learn and develop successfully. Members of the SECDCC include a cross-section of public 
officials, parent and community leaders, non-profit and public-sector agency leaders  from health, mental 
health, education, child welfare and human services, business representatives, and philanthropic leaders. 

The SECDCC is a formally legislated body but has no direct authority over its members. It functions as an 
integrative platform, or de facto intermediary, situated at the highest state/city systems level. What has been 
manifested among the members of this body is a culture wherein a diverse group of players working towards 
a shared goal are able to recognize their interdependency and seek to gain alignment and synergy closest to 
the point of need. In effect, the SECDCC serves as a vehicle for building a common understanding among its 
members of the early childhood ecosystem. Rather than functioning simply as advisors working to improve 
a public-sector-driven service system, members are provided a structure and mechanism that supports 
contribution, cooperation, and collective learning. 

Yet, even while the SECDCC assisted in creating an awareness of DC’s early childhood ecosystem, there 
remained no overall approach to understanding the impact of actions happening across the myriad early 
childhood efforts aimed at improving early childhood development and well-being for children throughout 
DC. Without clear, shared system-wide goals and measures, it has remained difficult to get beyond the 
fragmented approach to planning, resource allocation, and service delivery. The consequence of this is 
that each entity or early childhood initiative determines its own goals and measures of success. In system’s 
parlance, this often results in sub-optimization wherein the goals of part of the system, or subsystem, 
dominate at the expense of the whole system achieving its larger intention (Meadows & Wright, 2009). 

To combat this fragmentation and prevent sub-optimization, DEL and others recognized the need for 
common measures of success coupled with structures or platforms that supported exchanges and learning 
both across the different scales of intervention as well as across the diversity of professional disciplines and 
expertise, including the lived experience. There has remained the need to create and strengthen structures 
that align and coordinate efforts beyond what the SECDCC can accomplish. This includes connecting 
individual and families to programs and services, linking programs and services within one’s own agency or 
organization, coordinating agencies and organizations within and across sectors and within neighborhoods, 
and  making these efforts and their results visible at the local/state level.

https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/code/sections/38-271.07.html
https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/code/sections/38-271.07.html
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Introducing a North Star
By 2014, DEL had successfully expanded access to quality early care and education for over 86 percent 
or 12,426 of the city’s then 14,450 three- and four-year-olds. Having this amount of participation in 
prekindergarten created a much more organized neighborhood-based reach or near-universal access point 
for all of DC’s families. Easy access to all families with young children at an important point in early childhood 
development within, or close to the neighborhoods in which they lived provided DEL and the other early 
childhood system partners a renewed incentive to coalesce around intentionally designing and building a 
more effective comprehensive cross-sector system of services and supports for families and young children. 

In fact, DEL has sought to align and use new initiatives, resources, and technical assistance support within its 
purview to continuously incentivize actions that forward an early childhood comprehensive service-system-
building agenda. For this system- building agenda to have value, everyone had to see the benefit in a 
shared approach wherein respective agency, division, or department aspirations and obligations would be 
addressed. This began by DEL spearheading a multiyear effort in which it advocated for and, finally, with the 
endorsement and buy-in of the SECDCC membership and the larger early childhood stakeholder community, 
introduced the use of a citywide population measure for child health and well-being. 

In partnership with UCLA Center for Healthier Children, Families, and Communities (Retrieved from https://
www.healthychild.ucla.edu/pages), DEL began using the Early Development Instrument (EDI) in 2016. 
The EDI is a validated holistic population measure of child health and well-being. The EDI measures five 
developmental areas: (1) physical health and well-being, (2) social competence, (3) emotional maturity, 
(4) language and cognitive skills, and (5) communication skills and general knowledge. It is completed by 
prekindergarten or kindergarten teachers when a child is between 4-6 years old, a critical developmental 
period for children (Retrieved from https://edi.offordcentre.com).

Through relationships built by overseeing the pre-K enhancement and expansion throughout the city, DEL 
was able to engage and recruit the early care and education sector, which includes DC public schools, public 
charters schools, and community-based organizations, to voluntarily participate in administering the EDI. 
As a population measure, EDI captures the cumulative results of the various stakeholders’ contributions to 
child development and well-being from birth through age five. For early care and education stakeholders, 
these areas correlate closely with nationally accepted measures of school readiness and are predictive of 
third grade scores on academic tests in reading and math. For early childhood stakeholders, having this 
population measure of child development at the key developmental stage of a young child’s life, just prior 
to the transition into the K-12 system, also provides a collective and common understanding of the early 
childhood systemwide results.

Having a common measure that captures child vulnerabilities in health and well-being at the citywide level 
that is also mapped and available at the neighborhood scale also allows for more effective allocation of 
resources and services. DEL partnered with Raise DC, lead for the DC-based Cradle to Career Initiative, 
to make the EDI publicly available at the citywide, ward, and neighborhood levels (Retrieved from https://
www.raisedc.org/ourchildren). Raise DC continues to play an integral role in expanding the use of the EDI 
throughout the city by creating and maintaining an online portal to view the EDI data and access tools and 
resources to better understand and use the available data and maps. For the first time in DC, a common 
view of child development and vulnerabilities is available to system-planning bodies, such as the SECDCC.

https://www.healthychild.ucla.edu/pages
https://www.healthychild.ucla.edu/pages
https://edi.offordcentre.com
https://www.raisedc.org/ourchildren
https://www.raisedc.org/ourchildren
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Building a Shared Perspective
At the same time that EDI was being collected and the results and maps were being rolled out, the public-
sector partners had been working to coordinate and, where possible, integrate their early childhood efforts. 
Since 2014, DEL has taken the lead in facilitating and coordinating DC’s public-sector partners’ participation 
in the national BUILD Initiative (BUILD). 

Why BUILD?
The BUILD Initiative is a national effort that helps advance state work on behalf of young children (prenatal–
five), their families, and communities. BUILD partners with public- and private-sector early childhood leaders 
focused on family support and engagement, early learning, health, mental health, and nutrition to create 
the policies and infrastructure necessary for quality and equity. BUILD supports these leaders by providing 
consultation, learning opportunities, resources, cross-state peer-to-peer exchanges and in-state planning and 
implementation assistance. These efforts help state leaders increase quality, expand access, and promote 
equitable outcomes for the nation’s youngest children. 

For DC BUILD, state system public-sector partners included the Office of the State Superintendent of 
Education’s Division of Early Learning (DEL), Department of Health Care Finance (Medicaid Agency), 
Department of Human Services, Department of Behavioral Health, DC Health (Department of Health), 
Child and Family Services Agency (child welfare agency), with DC Action for Children, a private non-profit 
community agency serving as an evaluation partner.
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The EDI results made it clear that there remained disparities in early childhood outcomes across racial and 
ethnic groups, as well as within and across DC’s wards and neighborhoods. BUILD provided the DC public-
sector partners a vehicle, structure, and technical support to strengthen its child- and family-serving agencies 
to improve outcomes for very young children and their families. The BUILD state-system public-sector 
partners acknowledged that what was still needed was to get on the same page–literally and figuratively. 

This began by sharing and collectively vetting their department- and agency-specific early childhood 
policies, initiatives, programs, and services. The group then coalesced around a preliminary set of 
collective actions or drivers of systems change, system-level performance indicators, and child outcomes 
across the key developmental stages in early childhood. Consideration was then given to the two key 
areas most influential in affecting child health and well-being, family conditions, and the neighborhood 
context. Again, the public-sector partners offered a preliminary set of neighborhood, family, and 
community indicators that could help to develop a common understanding of what might account for 
the disparities in child developmental outcomes occurring across racial and ethnic groups and within and 
across the different geographic areas of the city.

Wanting a mechanism by which to engage the larger early childhood stakeholder community to participate 
in co-creating its early childhood system vision, the BUILD state system team began to work with a graphic 
design team. Together they developed a visual that could help to capture and convey a common purpose 
and integrative perspective and offer unifying language with which to improve early childhood outcomes. 
The BUILD state system team then used the visual as a beginning point for communicating out its intent. As 
the sharing of the visual and the ensuing conversations the BUILD team’s respective committees, community 
stakeholder groups, affiliated community organizations, and initiatives elicited different perspectives and 
suggestions, new iterations of the visual were created and then again offered for comment and feedback. 
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The visual is used to communicate the collective intent for a citywide approach to 
building an ecosystem of early childhood services and supports dedicated to improving 
outcomes for all of DC’s children. (Retrieved from https://www.ecfunders.org/wp-content/
uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf).

https://www.ecfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf
https://www.ecfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf
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The strategy was a process for both building and communicating a collective purpose and approach to 
improving early childhood outcomes. This was not done by seeking agreement at one event or even from 
each group. The process was done by vetting and iterating the graphic over a period of nine months. 

The process encompassed a number of the earlier themes identified as new practices for supporting the 
new practices for co-creating large scale change identified earlier. Through the collective reach and jointly 
executed process, the BUILD partners were able to create flexible participatory structures and spaces, where 
diverse constituencies were invited to collectively build an understanding of the current context, sharing their 
knowledge on the actions being taken, and co-creating the design and shared intent for children within DC. 

By organizing and engaging diverse groups of stakeholders in a generative process, participants were able to 
produce a common view of what both what was wanted and needed to happen for children, as well as where 
they could more effectively align their efforts and contributions to the desired results. People were purposely 
sought out in ways that were convenient and respectful of the manners in which groups already gathered or 
worked. Participants responded positively to not having to abandon their current work, theory, or framework 
or overcommitting by taking on a whole new plan. For the BUILD public-sector partners, this has offered a 
means to be more coordinated and integrative in their work as they continue to work to implement early 
childhood policies within their departments, offer and fund child and family services, and communicate 
the needs of children from birth to age eight to philanthropy, policymakers, and the larger DC community. 
For the DC early childhood community, this has provided a vehicle for the collective acknowledgement of 
the need to address the social and racial inequities within the city and articulate a common aim to improve 
outcomes such that all children have equitable access to opportunities that maximize their full potential and 
foster quality of life in their communities. 
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Aligning Contributions
At the same time the public-sector partners were coalescing others around building a more planful, 
integrative approach to improve the early childhood ecosystem, DEL had the opportunity to couple this work 
with an effort to improve early childhood service delivery for infants and toddlers within their neighborhoods. 
The Quality Improvement Network (QIN) is an innovative multiyear initiative to build the capacity of early 
care and education providers to offer high-quality, continuous, and comprehensive services for infants and 
toddlers and their families (Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/publication/quality-improvement-network-
qin). In August 2014, OSSE was awarded an Early Head Start-Child Care Partnership grant to begin to 
implement the QIN. 

The QIN, overseen by DEL, provides infants and toddlers and their families with a full range of 
comprehensive services aligned with Early Head Start standards and a research-based classroom curriculum 
to help infants and toddlers develop the skills necessary to develop and thrive. The QIN does this by linking 
the relevant public-sector services to childcare providers working in settings within neighborhoods with some 
of the highest disparities in health and well-being. This creates a bridge between the childcare providers and 
the families and children they serve to the larger early childhood service delivery system. This relationship 
enables the early childhood public- and private-sector partners a better understanding of the effectiveness 
and reach of their services as well as the potential service gaps within a particular neighborhood. This serves 
to inform all those providing early childhood services what may be needed to improve the overall quality of 
early childhood service systems. 

As part of the QIN structure, an interagency steering committee was established consisting of many of the 
same public-sector partners as those participating in the BUILD DC work and included contracted early 
childhood service providers and other private-sector early childhood stakeholders. Having this overlap of 
the public-sector partners within the committee afforded DEL and the BUILD public-sector partners an 
ideal opportunity to continuously test if the collective actions and performance indicators being generated 
through the early-childhood-ecosystem building process were relevant (in that the specific actions, services 
and practices they were responsible for executing could be tied and directly contributed to both the desired 
collective actions and performance indicators). The overlap also provided the opportunity to test if the 
indicators were  helpful to the providers of existing early childhood services and supports (in that a particular 
subset of the system’s actors could understand and communicate how its role and actions contributed to the 
larger system goal or how it could orient their work in such a way as to be in better alignment with the larger 
collective aim). 
 
Through an iterative process similar to that unfolding in the development of the larger systems-building 
approach, the QIN participants developed a graphic that could be linked to this larger system view. The 
visual below captures some key elements from the first larger system’s graphic which uses color, imagery, and 
common language. The yellow is used in both graphics to represent the collective actions, with the yellow 
row within the train car specifying those collective actions the QIN is directly supporting. The middle, purple 
row of the train car captures the QIN’s specific actions. Pink is also adopted from the first graphic. The top 
pink row of the train car represents the QIN performance indicators and what the QIN is able to contribute 
to the larger system performance indicators captured in the larger system graphic.

https://osse.dc.gov/publication/quality-improvement-network-qin
https://osse.dc.gov/publication/quality-improvement-network-qin
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The train car graphic has also been designed and now expanded in such a way as to engage and include 
other early childhood system contributors. Currently, DEL is supporting two other initiatives, Strong Start DC 
Early Intervention Program and the Department of Behavioral Health’s Healthy Futures Program, to develop 
their own train cars through a similar process undertaken by the QIN. The ultimate aim is to continuously 
mitigate against system sub-optimization and work more effectively towards gaining the alignment and 
synergy needed to achieve large-scale change.  

This visual is used to reflect the actions and intentions of the early childhood system contributors, 
build a collective sense of the many existing change efforts, and foster better alignment and  
the synergy needed to drive large scale change. (Retrieved from https://www.ecfunders.org/ 
wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf).

Activate/build skills of cross-sector 
early childhood workforce

Improve the organizational performance 
of center- and home-based early 
childhood providersSustain active diverse local leadership

Develop new policies, identify resources 
and maximize assets
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development learning 
environments

Establish a learning 
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assistance to center- and home-based 
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services and supports
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for and access 
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communicate barriers to improve 
service access and flow

OUR AIM 
To improve outcomes for children beginning 
at birth and throughout their childhood by 
addressing racial and social inequities in 
the District of Columbia

QIN Comprehensive Services

Collective Actions
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Development, Education 
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https://www.ecfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf
https://www.ecfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Mar12_KeyNote_Groginsky.pdf
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Learning to Manage Large-Scale Change
Taking an ecosystem-based approach to large-scale system change can have a dramatic impact on addressing 
societal challenges. Rather than planning out a more linear and prescribed approach, the goal is to 
successfully set the conditions and build the capacities to shift the ways in which people engage. Helping a 
diverse group of players recognize their interdependency while building a clearer understanding of one’s own 
position or role within a community’s ecosystem can serve as a valuable starting point for organizations hoping 
to participate or launch new change initiatives. If each actor within an ecosystem understands his or her 
appropriate role, uses resources as efficiently as possible, and interacts in a complementary manner with other 
actors to gain alignment and synergy, the entire ecosystem can function more effectively (Mitchell, 2009).

Yet, knowing what needs to be done and actually being able to make it happen are two different things. 
Based on its experience, DEL would like to note some key challenges it continues to encounter that should 
be considered when determining an ecosystem change strategy. These issues are not easily, if ever, resolved 
and need to a key component of ongoing reflection and organizational practice considerations when making 
staff and resource investment decisions in support of this strategy for large-scale change.

Embracing New Public-Sector Leadership Styles and Roles 
Leadership of large-scale change calls for a unique blend of skills and mindsets that are most often found 
in individuals who have worked across multiple sectors and who have an exceptional ability to work at a 
system level among government and policy makers, as well as at a local level creating conditions for trusted 
relationships and collaboration. To be effective when there is no formal or direct authority over the system 
requires a different way of thinking and acting. It is less about predictability and control and more about 
awareness, influence, and compatibility. Actions are not coordinated from above; rather, what is needed is 
the creation of the conditions that allow multiple actors to self-organize and coordinate their own activity 
(Bowie, 2016; Gloor, 2005). 
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Leaders face daily challenges of connecting unlikely allies, building networks of those who want to change the 
same thing, building momentum from where the energy exists, finding language that brings people together, 
and getting them engaged in new ways to intervene. These leadership skills and roles often contrast the role 
public agencies also play as contractors and service monitors responsible for a service provider’s contract 
compliance with and adherence to city, state, and federal regulations, and licensing and business standards. 
Dedicated effort is needed to nurture this new type of public-sector leadership and provide ongoing support 
in helping them to manage and overcome issues regarding the lack of formal authority, inherent resistance to 
change, continued duplication of efforts, and supporting distributed leadership. 

When attempting large-scale systems change, it is also important to recognize the strengths and weaknesses 
of government-led change (Bowie, 2017). For example, public-sector organizations hoping to address 
societal challenges are often faced with resource limitations. Elected officials, community members, and 
other constituents may have little tolerance for the inherent risk of expenditures made on unproven solutions. 
Public-sector change is slow by design. Most public-sector agencies do not have the authority to plan and 
act unilaterally. In most cases, decisions are restricted by layers of oversight or by parameters set at higher 
levels of government, such as federal mandates or funding restrictions. Change and disruption requires a 
pace that is different for each community or organization and not easily aligned to the expectations placed 
on the public sector to realize results. While this can be frustrating for those within the public sector, it can 
be perplexing for those partners who don’t work within it, who often expect public-sector partners to act and 
move forward in a more timely, responsive, and adaptive fashion when investments, policies, or strategies fail 
to realize their intended outcomes. 

No One Model, Paradigm, or Framework is the Answer
Tackling entrenched social problems requires integrating learning and approaches from different disciplines 
and sectors and not getting locked into the one right way, tool, framework, or approach. According to 
renowned system analyst Donella Meadows, the highest leverage point in creating systems change is the 
power to transcend paradigms (Meadows & Wright, 2009). This requires remaining open to uncertainty and 
not knowing the solution and staying flexible to new possibilities and learning. 

People arrive at the best new ideas when they combine “adjacent possibilities,” or prior ideas, in new 
ways (Johnson, 2009). This new idea formation is accelerated by building and participating in networks, 
other sectors, or disciplines by offering a better possibility of being exposed to new ways of thinking, new 
perspectives as to the current state of being, and new possibilities for future actions. As offered long ago by 
British philosopher and political economist J. S. Mill, “It is hardly possible to overrate the value of placing 
human beings in contact with persons dissimilar to themselves, and with modes of thought and action unlike 
those with which they are familiar. Such communication has always been one of the primary sources of 
progress” (Mill, 1848).

Power Dynamics Matter
Policy decisions are an important mechanism for incentivizing new ways of working at all levels of the system. 
Yet, the hierarchical structures we have built, and operate within, often limit the ability of communities to 
have a voice in actively shaping policy and resource allocation decisions. They also constrain opportunities 
for broader engagement of civic society and business. Yet, these decisions set parameters that have a large 
influence over local resources, service response, and behaviors. 

Hierarchies evolve from the lowest level up with the original purpose always being to have the higher level 
help its originating subsystems do their jobs or tasks better. However, many systems are not meeting their 
goals because of malfunctioning hierarchies, as both higher and lower levels of an established hierarchy 
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often forget this (Meadows & Wright, 2009). The bigger and/or older the existing system, the more strength 
or resources it will take to change its current state, as the embedded culture and operating structures 
are there to mitigate against disruptions and play a stabilizing role. These human-created hierarchies 
must be disrupted and redesigned such that the system is reconfigured to serve their constituencies and 
communities, rather than the needs of the institutions themselves. In more practical terms, this calls for 
investing in new ways of gathering, sharing, and distributing information, decision-making, and power that 
aligns and connects local efforts and experience to the larger policy reforms.

Trust Must be Managed
Trust enables individuals to cooperate over the long term. While we commonly refer to the need and 
importance of trust, fairness may actually be the precondition to trust and determining factor in sustaining 
long-term collective contribution (Benkler, 2011; Gloor, 2005; Ostrom,1990). As described by commons-
based peer production researcher Yochai Benkler (2011), “People have to believe that what they are 
working on is fair, that its outcomes are fair, and that others who have power and influence over them 
intend to treat them fairly.” 

System change requires a dedicated commitment to holding the inevitable tensions that can arise from 
change. This means having the skills and resources to swiftly attend to and manage areas of conflict 
and inequity, perceived or real. This involves investing in dedicated people, processes, and spaces to 
manage the reactions to disruptions that come from, or that are required for, inclusive and participatory 
change. Spending time interacting and learning together allows individuals to recognize and trust other’s 
organizational, positional, or personal constraints. Awareness of these constraints as a practical reality of 
collective action strengthens the willingness to accept potential limits to other’s contributions, while still 
offering to change how one functions and contributes to the change process. 
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Combatting System Sub-optimization 
Making consistent and positive progress is hard. Even with all of the existing efforts in DC, inequities in 
outcomes for young children persist. While recognizing, and continuing to learn and evolve, the skills and 
tools needed to manage and support large-scale systems change, one of the biggest challenges for DEL is 
combatting system sub- optimization. 

In our service systems, a hierarchy is generally put in place and tasked with setting common system standards 
intended to make services more connectable and service delivery more efficient and effective at achieving 
the larger system’s purpose and goals. However, to be a highly functional system, hierarchy must achieve a 
balance. There must be enough central control to achieve coordination toward the large system goal, and 
yet still enough autonomy to keep all subsystems flourishing, functioning, and self-organizing. (Meadows 
& Wright 2009). Within an ecosystem approach, the hierarchy, leadership, and lines of authority are diffuse. 
Services and efforts can be so diverse that it is easier to attain agreement to a small set of common rules or 
actions across the various entities within the system than to aim for a more centralized control. 

This means those involved need as much information about each other’s actions and the conditions of their 
environment as possible. For DEL, the other public-sector organizations, and others working within this 
space, the continued use and evolution of its graphics is a key reminder to keep the following important 
question top of mind: If my organization hopes to launch an innovation initiative that has an impact on early 
childhood outcomes, where should it start, and how does it fit in with other actors already focused on the 
same or similar challenge? It is an important reminder that the sheer number of individuals and organizations 
focused on public-sector challenges, such as improving early childhood outcomes, can make redundant 
efforts common, with existing participants or even new entrants struggling to identify the ways they 
contribute and add value to the larger-scale goals.
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Sustaining Action for the Long Term
The work of DEL offers a primary example of how a public-sector entity has worked to align early childhood 
efforts across and within the different levels within a large, complex system. This has included supporting 
the evolution of the SECDCC to adapt a voluntary approach to governance that aligns and informs the 
introduction and implementation of new policies, programs, and public-sector resources. Through BUILD 
DC, DEL works with its sister public agencies to align and integrate the implementation of policies and 
programs to more effectively build a public-sector-supported early childhood services system. DEL also uses 
new and existing resources, such as QIN, to incentivize collective actions that enable those providing and 
receiving services and supports to inform and co-create a more localized context-specific response to the 
needs of our most vulnerable young children and their families.

DC has set in a motion a strategic direction for improving early childhood outcomes. It has continued to 
introduce new policies, innovations, and investments in early childhood development. The DC Council 
recently passed the Birth to Three for All DC Act (Retrieved from https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/
laws/22-179.html). This legislation builds on the Pre-K Enhancement and Expansion Act and the successful 
expansion of pre-K for three- and four-year-olds over the past decade. The focus is on better serving 
infants and toddlers by fully funding DC’s childcare subsidy program, offering competitive compensation 
for early educators, and improving access to evidence-based early childhood health services and supports 
for families. While not yet fully funded, the legislation is aimed at scaling a number of existing services and 
interventions, including QIN, underscoring the intention of building out a comprehensive early childhood 
service system that can function on a citywide scale.

https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/laws/22-179.html
https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/laws/22-179.html
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DC’s Thrive by Five also continues to build momentum as one of the Mayor’s signature initiatives as she 
enters into her second term. This initiative aims to strengthen the holistic citywide approach to offering a 
maternal and child health system of services and supports and linking those to the efforts to improve early 
care and education environments (Retrieved from https://thrivebyfive.dc.gov). 

DEL will continue to play its part in setting the conditions and culture needed to improve and sustain 
positive health and development for children throughout their childhood. This includes continuing to evolve 
DEL’s role, building on and offering its expertise, and continuing to build a sense of urgency and a shared 
accountability for large-scale system change. 

DEL was also recently awarded a federal Preschool Development Grant Birth to Five (PDG B-5), receiving 
over 10 million dollars. The funding allows DEL to make strategic programmatic and infrastructure 
investments that will strengthen the alignment of the early learning and maternal and child health service 
improvements goals of Thrive by Five (Retrieved from https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/
page_content/attachments/DC%20Proposal%20Final.pdf). 

The District is committed to strategically using the Preschool Development Grant to create a more efficient, 
responsive, and coordinated service delivery system for families with young children that includes a targeted 
focus to meet the needs of vulnerable children and families. The District will focus the work that is supported 
by the Preschool Development Grant to leverage the existing collaborative bodies and enhance shared data 
use and management and integration and visualization tools to better inform policy and system efficiencies, 
coordination, and collaboration. The goal is to work with and enhance the use of data already being 
gathered by building a shared measurement system based on the indicator measures outlined in the DC 
system’s approach graphic. The measurement system will enable the different stakeholders to continue to 
come together and discuss what is known about the ever-changing context, their efforts, and progress. This 
will occur as the stakeholders continue to shift and align their respective programs and practices to improve 
the functioning of the larger system and ultimately achieve better outcomes for all of DC’s children.

As Assistant Superintendent of Early Learning for DC Elizabeth Groginsky noted, “We are all in this together. 
If you do well, we do well and if we do well, you do well. If we keep this in mind and do well together, all of 
DC’s children and families do well.” 

We are all in this together. If you do well, we do well and if 
we do well, you do well. If we keep this in mind and do well 
together, all of DC’s children and families do well.” 

Elizabeth Groginsky, Assistant Superintendent of Early Learning for DC

“

https://thrivebyfive.dc.gov
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/page_content/attachments/DC%20Proposal%20Final
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/page_content/attachments/DC%20Proposal%20Final
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