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Author’s Introduction 

Poor sustainability of school-based improvement initiatives is an ongoing drain on resources and continues to be an important problem of 
translational research. Improvement initiatives are typically introduced to schools without accounting for the evolving, unique and contextual 
nature of schools. Successful initiatives are often measured through compliance to the initiative design (fidelity), validity to the scientific process 
and achievement of pre-determined end goals. This reductionist linear approach limits understanding about how improvement initiatives can be 
sustained in schools, frequently leading to initiatives performing poorly in real world situations. As a result, in recent years, there had been 
increasing interest in education and health fields to consider sustainability of improvement initiatives as a dynamic, non-linear and emergent-led 
process using a complex adaptive systems (CAS) framework. Although some work has been undertaken to define sustainability and systems 
thinking, much of this work has remained at the conceptual level. Our paper furthers previous work by addressing key areas of sustainability of 
improvement initiatives in schools viewed as CAS, namely, definitions of sustainability and schools as CAS, the rationale for using a CAS 
framework, and the components and potential gaps in identifying components for sustainability that are essential for sustainable implementation in 
schools. 
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Implications for Practice 
 
The outcomes from our scoping review showed that the CAS framework is an approach that does not only focus on implementation fidelity  but 
also on the flexibility of the school system to adapt and sustain improvement initiatives despite continual change in schools. Therefore, 
understanding the roles and functions of each agent in a school and how they individually and collectively self-organise to contribute to the 
resilience and day-to-day function of the school is of key importance. The interactions of agents and the interconnectedness of relationships in a 
school create inertia towards the desired outcome which means that if agents and relationships change, the outcome may change. Hence, it is 
important for all agents, including school leaders and staff, to develop relationships that can sustain improvement initiatives in the school. This 
includes, for example, the garnering of community and external support for the initiative, networking with government and non-governmental 
bodies, sourcing of funding and resources, lobbying for policy change, and developing processes and protocol to work with students, parents, and 
external organisations.   
 
Our review also showed that leadership is dispersed in a CAS framework. Therefore, formally appointed leaders should avoid using a top-down 
approach to implement improvement initiatives in schools which might include re-thinking the role of the ‘champion’ where the knowledge, skills 
and authority concerning an initiative are concentrated in the hands of one or a few agents in the school. Leaders should reflect on how they can 
develop resources, build capacity, and sustain the leadership of others to ensure the success of an initiative over time. This includes providing 
support to motivated and non-motivated staff, organising professional development opportunities, encouraging the timely sharing of information 
and supporting the development of an dispersed but connected action team where tasks and responsibilities are  shared between team members. It 
is also important that leaders view sustainability as a long-term process. Therefore, having staff succession plans should not be an afterthought but 
an essential part of sustainable leadership. Other areas of leadership to consider when thinking in CAS terms are to create a culture of innovation 
in schools, to develop policies that aid in the continuation of the initiative and to include initiative-related responsibilities into the written job 
descriptions of existing and new staff. 
 
Lastly, it is clear from our review that the CAS framework is a departure from cause-effect models that are typically taught in educational 
organisations. Therefore, it is vital that future leaders, school students and student teachers are taught how to think in complex adaptive systemic 
ways. This has a wider impact as it requires educational leaders, policy makers and curriculum developers to re-frame current pedagogies and 
teaching practices. For example, when developing curricula, to think of ways how topics that are viewed as ‘cross-curricular’ such as 
sustainability, cultural competency and intercontinental engagement can be embedded into the curriculum instead of conceptualising them as 
peripheral topics separate or adjunct to topics typically viewed as ‘core’ such as maths, science, humanities and languages. This impacts on every 
part of the education system from funding priorities, accessibility of resources and support for schools to opportunities for professional 
development, which in turn are important components for the sustainability of improvement initiatives in schools. Adopting a CAS framework 
also requires the re-thinking of interpretations of other frameworks adopted by schools such as the Health Promoting Schools framework. At the 
classroom level, adopting  adaptive systems thinking translates to opportunities for students to learn interpersonal, communication, listening, 
mediation, negotiation and time management skills while nurturing students’ ability to adapt, be creative, ablework in teams, be resilient, problem-
solve and empathise with others.  
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Useful Links 

 

1) https://sites.flinders.edu.au/seei/ 
2) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZ_b9L8l-vA&feature=emb_logo 
3) http://sites.flinders.edu.au/seei/wp-content/uploads/sites/17/2020/04/SITE-Scoring-Protocol-2020.pdf 
4) http://sites.flinders.edu.au/seei/wp-content/uploads/sites/17/2019/12/annotated-bibliography-updated-20191203.pdf 
5) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_ecological_model#Bronfenbrenner's_ecological_framework_for_human_development 

 

 

 
Focus Questions 

 
1) As an educator, what does sustainability mean to you and your school/organisation? 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-009-9229-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.01.034
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-5812.2007.00413.x
https://sites.flinders.edu.au/seei/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZ_b9L8l-vA&feature=emb_logo
http://sites.flinders.edu.au/seei/wp-content/uploads/sites/17/2019/12/annotated-bibliography-updated-20191203.pdf
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2) How can you, as an agent in a complex system, contribute to the sustainment of initiatives in your school/organisation, and how does what you 
do feed back to the system as a whole? 
3) How does thinking in complex adaptive systems’ terms impact on how you view interventions or initiatives that are currently being introduced 
or implemented in your school/organisation? 
4) In what ways can your school/organisation sustain improvement initiatives? 
5) How can you evaluate successes and failures that can better explain why an initiative continues or ends in your school/organisation? 
 
 

Seminar/Project Idea  
 
Administer the SITE tool (tool and scoring protocol are available at the above websites) to a selection of your professional colleagues with a 

specific focus on a workplace improvement initiative. Analyse the results and use those results as a basis of staff discussions. Please ensure you 

obtain the appropriate approvals from your organisational leaders to undertake this research at your workplace. 
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