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Purpose, Charge, and Background  
 
In 2008 the State of Michigan held a Summit to discuss an area of major concern: Michigan has one of the 
highest dropout rates in the nation, with some urban areas reporting a rate as high as fifty percent. While the 
Lansing area is not experiencing the same level of non-persistence, local educational leaders decided to address 
this challenge pro-actively. Stakeholders from secondary and post secondary institutions, government, business, 
and public service began a series of meetings and conversations about how to improve school performance and 
high school completion in the region. Community leaders formed a Dropout Summit Coalition and workgroup.  
The Dropout Summit Coalition is focused on improving area schools and increasing high school completion. 
 
The Coalition is committed to identifying why students encounter challenges at school and what can be done to 
keep students engaged.  The group sought out a process that would help them understand the root causes of the 
problem and identify sound strategies for improvement. This search led them to a methodology called the 
“CogniScope system approach” that is recognized internationally for identifying problems and solutions in a sound 
and scientific manner.  
 
The distinctive characteristics of the CogniScope system approach are that it:  

 Authenticates every stakeholder/participant;  
 Elicits ideas and points of view from all stakeholders;  
 Moves toward effective and meaningful consensus;  
 Elicits and deals with the different priorities of stakeholder/participants;  
 Equalizes power relations among the stakeholders; and  
 Goes beyond identifying factors that are important, to specifying those that are most influential in 

addressing the social system-designing situation.  
 
Lansing Community College, as an active partner in this Coalition, contracted with CWA Ltd. 
(www.CWALtd.wetpaint.com) to train a small team within the LCC community to become practioners of 
CogniScope™ Structured Dialogic Design.. The Dropout Summit Coalition, working with the Executive Leadership 
Team of the college, identified 10 individuals from across campus to attend this training, initiated in January 2009, 
for the purpose of helping to facilitate regional and local discussions about this complex problem.   
 
 
CogniScope™ Structured Dialogic Design 
 
The CogniScope™ Structured Dialogic Design (SDD) process  gathers groups of stakeholders affected by a 
common issue and engages them in working together as a group to learn more about the issue from their various 
perspectives.  The SDD process utilizes the CogniScope™ software which assists in focusing the dialogue and 
automatically producing reports that explain the ideas and the connections among the ideas as they emerge from 
the dialogue.  Figure 1 displays graphically in more detail all the steps of a typical SDD process.  
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Figure 1: Steps of a Typical SDDP. 

 
 

Step (a) is the geometric representation of a complex situation showing the strong connections among the various 
perspectives.   During the initial phase, those knowledgeable about the complex situation work on identifying its 
characteristics. 

Step (b), focuses on framing the triggering question, which is a critical step of the process.  The triggering 
question should help identify the root cause in order to help the group continue their work in terms of solutions. An 
example of a triggering question with focus on reducing the dropout rate is:  

 “What factors contribute to the dropout rate for students in our District” 

Step (c).  Stakeholders generate answers to the triggering question individually before sharing these statements 
with the group. 

Step (d), Authors of the statements are given the opportunity to respond to questions by other participants in 
order to explain the meaning and intent of their observations.  This approach authenticates each person 
irrespective of his or her education level or position of power.  It produces a palpable reduction of tension.  People 
seem surprised as they are being heard, perhaps for the first time, in important issues affecting their lives. 

Steps (e),and (f) Participants collaborate to inductively cluster the statements they have made.  They agree on 
labels for the clusters they have created.  These steps enhance the understanding of the meaning of the 
statements and build a consensual language and a sense of shared competence within the group.   

Step (g), Participants rank the statements according to individual and subjective relative importance.  This step 
brings into sharp relief the different priorities and values within the group.  In the ensuing discussion about the 
distribution of votes, stakeholders understand where their peers were coming from, which leads to a respectful 
working relationship.    
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Step (h) Stakeholders explore the influence relationships between pairs of their statements and construct a “tree 
of influence”.  

Steps (i) and (j), the stakeholders interpret the meaning of the influences and evaluate the cross impacts among 
the ideas. 

 
There are three key concepts relevant to the Cogniscope™ engagement.  The first one is context; to construct a 
root cause map in order to design an action plan.  The second one is content; the ideas and explanation of 
meanings contributed by the participants.  The third one is process; the application of the Cogniscope™ system 
approach to produce content within the context.   
 
There are also five roles that participants play in producing content within the specified context.  The first role is 
engaging in “focused and open” dialogue on the meaning of contributions.  The second role is making judgments 
on the relationships among ideas contributed by the participants.  The third role is to represent to views of some 
constituency in the community of stakeholders.  The fourth role is to adopt the posture of individual and collective 
learning.  The fifth role is to contribute to the ownership and implementation of the products of the meeting.   
 
 
Application of the Process 
 
Everett High School 
 
In order to understand the situation and the needs of the stakeholders, several meetings were held to 
discuss the background, context, concerns and issues related to the agenda of the Dropout Summit 
Coalition.   The initial Steering Committee efforts were focused on creating a baseline understanding about 
student experiences. To that end, Everett High School in Lansing, Michigan, was selected as a starting point. 
Eighteen Everett High School students agreed to participate in the project and were willing to help the team 
understand the day-to-day experiences of area high school students.  
 
Lansing, the State’s Capital, is a mid-sized city of about 250,000. Everett High School is one of three high schools 
that serve the city’s population and it is also the city’s Magnet School for Visual and Performing Arts. With 
enrollments slightly over 1,700, the school serves an ethnically rich and diverse population. Over a third of the 
students are reported as eligible for economic/lunch assistance. Recently, the school has struggled to meet 
national academic standards and has developed a school improvement plan. High school officials have made a 
commitment to improve student performance, retention, and graduation. 
 
The Everett High School Cogniscope™ activity was designed to explore student views of their own high school 
experience. A triggering question was developed jointly by the Steering Committee and the Cogniscope™ Team 
that focused on barriers and challenges. Later activities will focus on an action plan based on the results of the 
root cause mapping. What follows is a description of the day’s activities and outcomes.     
 
The Process 
 
The first session of Face-to-Face application of the CogniScope™ Structured Dialogic Design was held on Friday, 
March 27, 2009 from 8am – 2pm at Lansing Community College’s West Campus.  Although eighteen students 
were scheduled to participate, due to a bussing issue nine students from Everett High School attended with 
Chairperson Robin Smith, who is also a student/parent coordinator at Everett High School.   
 
The roles of the LCC Cogniscope™ team during the process were facilitators, computer operators, and recorders.  
 
Ground rules were established at the beginning of the group work such as respect for each others ideas and 
opinions, no swearing, no interrupting another person while they are talking, etc.  These ground rules are 
captured implicitly by the principles of the SDDP and were posted in the room during the entire session. 
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To allow the students to become engaged and to make them more 
comfortable, a warm up survey was conducted using a student 
response system prior to the structured dialogue.  The student 
response system consists of handheld ‘clickers’ that students use to 
answer multiple choice and True/False questions.  The clickers 
register the responses of the students and provide immediate 
feedback in the form of a chart of everyone’s responses.  This method 
helped the students see that although they answered individually their 
responses as a group provided the most interesting information.  For 
example, after the question “Are your parents cool?” was projected on 
the wall for the students to answer using their clicker; they were able 
to immediately see that sixty-seven percent answered ‘yes’.  One 
hundred percent of the students responded that their favorite type of 
music was Rap/Hip Hop.  
 
A closing survey was also presented to the students.  Results for both surveys are located in the Appendices of 
this report.   
 

Answering the Triggering Question 
 
After an in depth discussion with the Steering Committee, it was determined that the triggering question should 
use a simple and appropriate language that would resonate with the student participants. The triggering question 
used for this session was: 
 
 
 
  
The students were given time to write 2-3 responses to the triggering question before sharing their responses with 
their neighbor.  In round robin style, the facilitator allowed each student to tell the whole group one of their 
responses while speaking into a microphone.  The computer operator entered each response into the 
Cogniscope™ software exactly as it was stated by the student.  The software automatically printed out each 
statement in large letters on separate sheets of paper that are posted on the wall for everybody to see,.  
 

 
 

  
 
In response to the triggering question, the students identified 24 barriers which the software compiled into a table 
(See Table 1 in the Appendix.)  These artifacts help the dialogue to focus on all of the responses from the 
students.   
   
 
 
 
 

What kinds of things keep students from doing well at Everett High School? 

Clickers used to answer questions throughout the process. 

Students generating written responses to the triggering question. 
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Clarifying Meaning 
 
The discussion for clarification of the meaning of the statements is an extremely important step of the process.  
The reason is that it provides an opportunity to the students to learn from each other by listening to the 
explanations of the different points of view about barriers that prevent them from doing well at school.   

   
During this step the students were allowed to ask questions but not make any value judgments.  If they disagreed 
with a statement that was generated by one of their peers they were asked to create a different statement that 
reflected how they would respond differently. An example of redirecting a judgment into creating another 
statement happened during the discussion of statement #17  “Male Immaturity,” which led to the creation of 
statement # 22 “Female Immaturity”.   
 
Two members of the LCC Cogniscope™ team entered the clarification discussion into a database that was used 
during many parts of the SDD process. (See Table 2 in the Appendix)   Because they captured the essence of 
what each student contributed, the information could be brought back up for additional discussion rather than 
relying on memory of what others said hours earlier in the day. 
 
 
Voting 

After the clarification step, students were asked to look at all of the statements they had generated and select five 
that in their judgment were relatively more important in the context of the triggering question.  They did not have 
to rank them in order of importance, only choose the top 5.  
 
The results of the voting showed that eleven barriers received two or more votes and therefore were seen as the 
most important (See Table 3 for the voting results).   The barriers voted by the students as having more 
importance were:   

 BARRIER 1:  DRUGS AND ALCOHOL 
 BARRIER 4:  THE CLASSROOM 
 BARRIER 5:  A LOT OF DRAMA 
 BARRIER 6:  THE VIOLENCE 
 BARRIER 9:  PROBLEMS AT HOME 
 BARRIER 12:  NEGATIVE INFLUENCES 
 BARRIER 13:  GANGS (as defined by Everett Students) 
 BARRIER 15:  TEACHERS NOT RESPECTING STUDENTS 
 BARRIER 17:  MALE IMMATURITY 
 BARRIER 18:  SEX 
 BARRIER 24:  BULLYING 

 
 
Root Cause Mapping 
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In the root cause mapping process, the students were presented with pairs of statements so they could compare 
the relationship between the two statements.  The following format was presented to the students:   
 

“If the following were less of a barrier: 
{Barrier 1} 

Will it make a BIG difference in fixing: 
{Barrier 2} 

As we search for root causes?” 
 
The Cogniscope™ software automatically paired the statements/barriers according to the voting results from the 
previous step, so eventually all of the essential pairs were presented to the students. The students individually 
reflect on the relationship between a pair, and vote YES or NO. 
 
During this round, some of the students asked if they could facilitate the group work which allowed them to be in 
front of their peers with a microphone and lead the discussion.   . The student facilitator read the prompt that was 
projected for everyone to see and the students once again used the clickers to provide their yes/no response.  
The answers in this round determined if one barrier influenced another barrier; a super majority of ‘yes’ responses 
was needed before an influence was determined.   
 
 

 
 

 
 
After it was determined by super majority that one barrier influenced another barrier, the result was entered into 
the Cogniscope™ software. A ‘tree of influence’ based on the responses of the students of the influences among 
the eleven barriers that they voted were of higher importance was generated by the software and is discussed in 
the following section.    
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Summary of the Root Cause Map (Figure 2) 
 
The following Root Cause Map (Figure 2) shows distinctions between barriers that exert strong leverage, 
appearing in the roots of the relational tree (map) and the barriers that are less influential, appearing at the top of 
the map.  Drawing distinctions among important barriers is critical in the design of a solution to address the root 
causes of what kinds of things keep students from doing well at Everett High School.  Without diagnosing the 
roots of the issue, the stakeholders run the risk of wasting resources by treating the symptoms and not the root 
causes of the complex situation.   
  
Figure 2:  Root Cause Map of Barriers that keep students from doing well at Everett High School 
 

 
 

Generated by the Everett High School Student participants at the March 27, 2009 CogniScope™ session. 
 
This figure should be read from the bottom up.  The two most influential barriers (root causes) are: 
 

 BARRIER 13: GANGS (I said gangs because its kind of like, its different people in gangs and they want to test you and stuff, they call over a whole 
bunch of other people, and fights start, then they call in a code red Some people want to be in a gang so much that they're willing to do anything to get in; skip, 
smoke. Most people don't come to school because of gangs because most parents don't want their kids around gangs.  C: Don’t' want to have to get jumped in 
the b/r; kind of like bullying; C: Don’t think we have any 'formal' gangs; more informal); and 

 
 BARRIER 9:  PROBLEMS AT HOME (What I mean by that is that at home you have problems with your family so you come to school 

stressed and you don't do well and then you get in fights at school and then they call home since you got in a fight, then when you get home you get yelled and 
screamed at).    

 
For example, if BARRIER 13: GANGS were less of a barrier, would it make a big difference in fixing BARRIER 9:  
PROBLEMS AT HOME as we search for root causes?  The answer of the majority of the students to this question 
was NO.  As a consequence these two barriers are not connected as shown at the bottom of Figure 2. 
 

Barrier 4:  THE CLASSWORK Barrier 18:  SEX Barrier 5:  A LOT 
OF DRAMA 

Barrier 15:  
TEACHERS NOT 
RESPECTING 
STUDENTS 

Barrier 24:  BULLYING 

Barrier 1:  DRUGS 
AND ALCOHOL 

Barrier 12:  NEGATIVE 
INFLUENCES 

Barrier 6:  THE VIOLENCE 

Barrier 17:  MALE 
IMMATURITY 

Barrier 9: PROBLEMS 
AT HOME Barrier 13:  GANGS 

 
LEVEL  

I 

LEVEL  
II 

LEVEL  
III 

LEVEL  
IV 

LEVEL  
V 
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The relationship between barriers is critical. By addressing root barriers, the Everett High School could create a 
base for addressing some of the other barriers above them in the pattern (as indicated by the arrows). However, 
barrier #4: THE CLASSWORK (sometimes is be too hard & too much. Or sometimes I do it late, cause I have 
other stuff to do. get home too late to do it all.  Teachers giving you homework like you don't have 5 other classes. 
It's just work period), which was voted as being very important, is not influenced by any other barrier and is not 
influencing any barrier.  This means that while it is an important barrier that should be addressed in solving the 
problem, it will not contribute to overcoming any other barriers. However, it is still a barrier that should be taken 
into account in making progress for resolving this issue. 
 
Student participants painted a picture of a relationship between problems at home that lead to being open to 
negative influences, which in turn lead  to drugs and alcohol. Drugs and alcohol acted as the influence for several 
problems, such as male immaturity, and problems related to sex, such as unwanted pregnancy. There was an 
interesting connection between problems at home and bullying, suggesting a cycle of generational violence. 
 

    
 
Gangs, defined as peer groups not involved in school culture/mores, were also a part of a chain connecting 
negative influences, violence, and teachers disrespecting students.  
 
The classwork was unique in that it appeared as a barrier in its own right. The perceived heavy load of class work 
and the inability to meet expectations created an area of concern, especially when linked other conflicting 
obligations, such as jobs, sports, watching siblings and multiple subject assignments.  
 
It appears that the twin building blocks, problems at home and gangs lay the foundation for many of the other 
barriers that keep students from doing well. 
 
The connection between drugs and alcohol which leads to male immaturity and sex is suggested as a cause of 
daily drama. Students drew a picture of an environment where the normal complexities of teenage life are 
exacerbated by easy access to drugs and alcohol, which increases all aspects of arousal, such as anger, 
violence, and simply acting out. Drama also has problems at home, negative influences and gangs as 
predecessors. 
 
Students recognized that there is a decision point connected to barriers. The term they used, negative influences, 
is the point of decision. Negative influence occurs when a peer suggest an opportunity to participate in something 
that will lead away from success at school. Negative influence is the beginning of the link between drugs and 
alcohol, then male immaturity, sex, then a lot of drama.  
 
Clearly the students we met with had developed a keen sense of the land mines and pitfalls of large urban high 
schools. They made logical and consistent connections that help us understand the influence patterns of barriers 
to student success. 
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As shown in Figure 2, the most influential barriers that would need to be addressed are at the bottom of the tree 
and have the most impact to improve students’ doing well at Everett High School.  For example, addressing the 
deep barriers of GGAANNGGSS and PPRROOBBLLEEMMSS  AATT  HHOOMMEE will also help the school address barriers of NNEEGGAATTIIVVEE  
IINNFFLLUUEENNCCEESS  because of the connections as shown in the Figure.  
 
The Root Cause Map completed the diagnostic phase of the group work.  The Map becomes the foundation for 
stakeholders, including students and maybe other members of the community, for designing the approach for 
overcoming the barriers that prevent students from doing well at Everett.  It is suggested that other stakeholders 
might be necessary to participate in designing such an approach.  The authentic diagnosis by listening to the 
voice of the students is extremely valuable in designing the strategy of resolution of this very continuous and 
critical problem of the LCC community. 
 
Results and Conclusions for Everett High School CogniScope™ session 
  
During the planning stages of this activity the CogniScope™ Team struggled with the best way to engage high 
school students throughout the day. However, in the afternoon session, when students asked if they could take 
over and lead the discussions about root cause relationships, it was clear that at least some of them were 
interested in owning the activity. They were bright, intelligent, friendly, and often irreverent. 
Throughout the day their insights were pointed and often moving. Nine of the eleven major barriers they identified 
were about relationships:  Drama, Violence, Problems at Home, Negative Influences, Gangs, Teachers not 
Respecting Students, Male Immaturity, Sex, and Bullying. Only two, Drugs and Alcohol and the Classroom, 
suggested something besides the people in their lives that presented problems. Interestingly, neither of these two 
items surfaced as root problems.  
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Some relationship issues were discussed extensively by the group, such as Male Immaturity and Female 
Immaturity, suggesting that developing gender roles are of major importance. Perhaps because there were more 
females than males in the group, Male Immaturity was weighted more heavily. What was clear was that there is a 
struggle about what is appropriate, what is inappropriate, what is respectful, what is disrespectful, what is positive 
and what goes too far with the opposite sex on a daily basis. “Lots of drama” was how they described the end 
result of complicated relationship issues. Judging by the face making, side comments, and jokes, this issue is a 
source of confusion.  
 
The students described an environment where they continuously had to deal with relationship challenges from 
friends, peers, parents, teachers, and classmates. “You’ll be walking down the hall minding your own business 
and you’ll get punched in the gut.” Like navigating through a storm in rocky waters, it appears as though any false 
move could result in disaster and that structures that should have been safe havens were not available. In fact, 
classroom teachers and problems at home were more rocks in the water to be avoided, not safety nets, and 
participants described a view of the world where classroom teachers seemed ready to capitalize on any false 
move or mistake. 
 

      
 
The topic of gangs was an interesting one because the students mentioned that they were not concerned about 
formal or organized gangs, but rather informal peer groups that challenge, cajole, and pressure others to belong. 
And belonging has its price. If one is a member there is an expectation that school is no longer a priority but that 
other activities, such as drugs and alcohol, replace education as the code of behavior. By identifying gangs and 
problems at home as the root causes for many issues, the students gave credence to notion that barriers in 
school are closely related to the environment outside of school. 
 
One interesting note is that money and family income were mentioned but not weighted highly. There was more of 
a concern with inequity: “some people may have more money than other families, so people might talk about 
them.” What was more of a problem was that “some people were selling weed to make money, or some people 
dropped out of school to make money.” Likewise, the physical environment of the school was mentioned, but did 
not surface as a priority. 
 
On the other hand, drugs and alcohol received the most votes as a barrier and students described an 
environment where they are readily available. Often, references to drugs and alcohol were tied to relationship and 
peer issues. It is often a friend or a negative influencer who encourages use of drugs. This group of students 
clearly saw a two-way relationship between drugs and not succeeding in school. “Some kids would rather be on 
drugs than getting an education. They might not even like coming to school.” 
 
Overall, the students were genuine, authentic, insightful, and a delight to work with. They explained their world 
and at times they acted out their world. They took risks of self-exposure, were willing to come off as leaders when 
needed, were willing to admit they were wrong sometimes and fight to the end sometimes, as well. When they 
took the lead in facilitating the dialogue, it was a clear sign that at least some were engaged in reflecting about the 
problems we were discussing and they had the tools they needed to do so. 
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Although the Map provides information that may describe root causes at other schools, these results were from 
one group of students at one high school and may not suggest generalizable results. The Map does, however, 
provide a depth of understanding about the relationships between issues, and this inter-connectedness is what 
allows for solid solutions.  The results should will extremely valuable when it comes time to explore solutions.  
Students as important stakeholders in this community should be included in any SDDP on this issue.   
 
The appendix that follow show the pre & post survey results as well as the tables & figures generated by the 
CogniScope™II Software.  
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Pre & Post Survey Results 
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Table 1 – List of Barriers generated from the CogniScope™ II Software  
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Table 2 – List of Barriers with Clarification generated from the CogniScope™ II Software (page 1) 
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Table 2 – List of Barriers with Clarification generated from the CogniScope™ II Software (page 2) 
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Table 2 – List of Barriers with Clarification generated from the CogniScope™ II Software (page 3) 
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Table 3 – Voting Results on the Relative Importance of the Barriers from the CogniScope™ II Software  
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Figure 2 – Influence Pattern of Barriers generated from the CogniScope™ II Software  
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LEVEL  
IV 

LEVEL  
V 
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