
Q: Why extreme and 
opposing models? 

1 

     A: Much of the time, our solutions to 
problems are limited by the ideas we already 
think will work or we have seen before.   
 

By articulating two extreme ideas that seem 
mutually exclusive, we force ourselves to 
consider a greater number of factors in our 
decision-making process. The more extreme 
we make them, the more diversity we will 
have available to us in our solution-set. 
  

If you think the “realistic” options aren’t that 
extreme or opposing, create more extreme 
versions of them (e.g. ”Allow students to 
choose how they spend 30 minutes each day” 
becomes “create a student-run school”).  This 
will prevent exploring options that already 
contain compromises. 

Identify two extreme and opposing answers to a problem, 
turning an issue into a two-sided dilemma.  It is important that 
the choice between the two options feels meaningful.  The 
choice should be a difficult one, where a “third option” cannot 
be quickly determined.  At first glance, these should be options 
that could easily be seen as mutually exclusive: 

Example: What kind of school best enhances 
student learning? 

Build a teacher-led 
school (top-down) 

VS. Build a student-led 
school (bottom up) 

Sketch your models out with enough specificity that an observer 
could understand the essence of each: 

VS. 
Teacher-Led means: 

- Teachers decide what 
content is being 
explored 

- Teachers decide how 
class-time is spent 

- Evaluation is done 
solely by teachers 

Student-Led means: 
- Students make content 

decisions 
- Students decide how 

they will use their time 
in the classroom 

- Students judged by 
peer and self-
evaluation 

For each option, ask: “Who are the key players?  – the people 
most important to and most affected by the outcome of this 
decision?”  Then, for each player, explore what value that group 
(or individual) gets from adopting that choice.  The aim is to “fall 
in love” and commit entirely to each option in turn.  What is the 
logic that supports this option?  From the perspective of each 
stakeholder, ask: 
― What is the evidence that shows this to be an excellent 

choice? 
― What is in it for them? 
― What are the mechanisms that make it work?  

Q: Why multiple 
stakeholders? 

A: One of the goals of integrative thinking is 
to expand the elements that we consider 
salient to a decision.  To do this, we’ve found 
it helpful to think through the benefits of 
each option to the stakeholders most 
materially affected by the decision.  This 
forces us to expand the variables we 
consider. 

Q: Why only look at 
the positives? Isn’t 
that unrealistic? 

A: Citing negatives can quickly shut down 
good ideas because we start to view 
obstacles as insurmountable instead of 
exploring creative ways to bypass them.  
Remember, our notion of “realistic” is likely 
limited by what we have previously 
observed.  By understanding the virtues of 
each option, we incorporate the values we 
care about into a new integrative solution.  
This removes the “internal editor” from the 
idea-generating process.   We bring that 
voice back later, during the testing phase. 

Students Teachers Community 
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Articulate the Models 



Build a teacher-led 
school (top-down) 

VS. Build a student-led 
school (bottom-up) 

   If negative aspects of either model surface, try to list them as 
positives on the other side (e.g. “Students can’t reliably evaluate 
themselves” on the student-driven side becomes “consistent 
measures of success” on the teacher-led side). 
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Who has time for this?  
Sometimes I have to make decisions 
really quickly. 

If you hear your students say…. …you can suggest: 

The more practice you get with this tool, the less time it takes.  Given how much 
time we spend putting out fires when we’ve made bad decisions (explaining to 
others, retracing our steps, cleaning up misunderstandings, etc.), this is just a way 
to put in more thoughtful time up front to come up with something truly useful, 
rather than rushed.  Remember, this isn’t something you need to do when 
making an easy choice – like where to go for lunch.  It’s for times you feel 
genuinely pulled in different directions or you feel that the decision is critical and 
has no obvious solution. 

How do I know who the important 
players are? What if I miss one? 

Don’t worry about representing absolutely every stakeholder in the decision.  
Choosing even the top three is enough to make sure you account for enough 
diverse perspectives that you’ll have good information to work with.  

How do I know that I’m 
representing the interests of the 
important players? Aren’t I just 
making a bunch of assumptions? 

Yes, absolutely.  Everything on your chart is, on some level, just an assumption.  
Later in the process you’ll be examining the validity of some of those 
assumptions, too.  For now, this gives us a useful place to start understanding the 
unique value that each option might give us. 

I’m stuck. How do I know I’m done? You’re finished when you take a look at your entire chart and can’t think of any 
other important factors that contribute to making each option valuable.  More 
might come to you later through discussion, so you can always add them on after 
the fact. 

What is the point of all this, again? Most of the time when we look at opposing options we feel that our job is to 
evaluate each option and then choose between them.  It turns out that’s not 
particularly useful when searching for innovative solutions to a hard challenge.  By 
articulating two models clearly and understanding the value they each bring, you 
start to reframe your thinking about how you might be able to get what you want. 

Students Teachers Community Students Teachers Community 

•Increased sense 
of ownership 
leads to higher 
engagement 
•Increased 
opportunity for 
leadership 
•More student 
voices leads to 
increased 
diversity in 
learning 
- “I can learn 
what I care 
about.” 

•Less planning and 
more facilitation 
•Removal of barriers 
between teachers 
and students 
•Less pressure and 
dependence on 
teacher expertise 
•More likely to be 
exposed to new 
ideas 
•Opportunity to 
cultivate flexibility 
and responsiveness 

•Sense that “Our 
community is 
innovative” 
•Multi-dimensional 
relationships within 
community  
•Community 
benefits from new 
ideas (through 
student voice) 
•Increased 
engagement across 
the board 
(reformation of 
traditional 
relationships) 
 

•Feeling that “I 
know what 
success looks 
like” leads to 
less anxiety 
•Comfortable 
routine 
(predictable, 
few “shake-
ups”) 
•High access to 
teacher 
expertise 

•Easier, less prep 
work involved 
(because they 
can rely on work 
from previous 
years) 
•Feels safe - 
working in 
comfort zone 
•High levels of 
control and 
predictability 

-“I can plan” 

•Strong link to 
tradition and to past 
teaching styles (“I 
can relate to what 
the students are 
learning.”) 
•Measurable and 
reliable collection of 
data 
•Less work for 
parents (because 
they can relate) 
•Communication 
from schools is 
orderly and 
predictable 
 



When can I use this in the classroom? 
- When students are entrenched in a circular argument or a rigid point of view on a topic 
- To complement a debate activity that you’d like to move beyond “either-or” argumentation 
- When introducing a polarizing topic, such as abortion, religion, or politics 
- When introducing a complex topic that has no easy answer, such as climate change 
- When you’d like students to explore multiple viewpoints for any particular issue  

Space for your ideas 

Personal Challenges 
Ask students to explore some tensions they feel they 
are dealing with in their own lives.  Some examples 
might include: 
- What should I do after high-school? 
- Do I follow the advice of my parents or my friends? 
- Should I prioritize fitting in or maintaining a unique 

identity? 

Gr. 12 World Issues 
Poverty Essay:  Look at 2 models of poverty elimination 
(Microcredit vs. Millennium Project) and evaluate both 
models from various stakeholders’ point of view.  Take 
the strengths of each model and create an alternative, 
superior model. 

English/ Language Arts 

Map out the logic behind two characters’ points of 
view from a novel (e.g. How Elinor and Marianne each 
see marriage/relationships in Austen’s Sense and 
Sensibility).  
What is the value behind each model? If you were 
creating a character from scratch, what traits of each 
would you give him or her and why? 

Civics 

Model Parliament: Look at 2 bills and develop a 
superior bill that contains the best of each with fewer 
drawbacks. What does that look like? Narrow down the 
topics to one issue and develop the policy. 

Science 
Give students two solutions to a problem (e.g. two 
foundations or bridges, two theories of change, two 
ways to represent time, etc.); Have them pick the best 
points of each and trace how each theory has 
influenced the history of scientific discovery. 
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Space for your ideas 


