
Dedman & Woehrle - Social Work Dept.

Fun & Games with Systems Theory:

Interactivities for Learning

Denise E. Dedman, Ph.D. & Kathleen Woehrle, Ph.D.

University of MichiganðFlint 

Presented March 19, 2009 at BPD Annual Conference, Phoenix, AZ



Dedman & Woehrle - Social Work Dept.

Systems thinking became fun and games...

ÅOver time....since early 1990s

ÅMoved from reading assignment 

(Anderson, Carter & Lowe) to an 

abridged version w/ case study

ÅStudy guide / vocabulary words

ÅClass case study

ÅToys as demo in lecture, MIT beer game

ÅExperiential learning



http://beergame.mit.edu/
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Kolbôs model of experiential learning
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Application of Kolbôs model

ÅConcrete: play at designated stations

ÅObservation & reflection: at each 

station, and through discussion with 

peers

ÅForming abstract concepts: journaling 

about the systems principles they saw

ÅTesting in new situations: applying to a 

case study
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Concept Distribution

Activity Principle 1:

3 levels of 

system

Principle 2:

Connected, 

boundaries, 

energy

Principle 3:

Equilibrium, 

feedback

Principle 4:

Context 

YoYo &

Puzzle + +
Parachute

+ +
Slinky

+ + +
Obstacles

+ +



Dedman & Woehrle - Social Work Dept.

ÅPrinciple 1: Levels of systems

ÅPrinciple 2: Systems are connected

ÅPrinciple 3: Systems maintain equilibrium

ÅPrinciple 4: Systems exist in a context

Principles of Systems Theory
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Principle 1: Levels of System Ecology:

ïMicrosystem

ïMezzosystem (meso)

ïMacrosystem
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Slinky
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Microsystem

ÅAn individual, group or family

ÅOneôs physical state

ÅThe smallest social interactions within 

primary relationships

ÅUsually based on enduring, intimate 

(close) relationships 
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Mezosystem

ÅThe relationships of micro systems 

interacting with each other

ÅThe clientôs immediate social network

ÅCan include agency service delivery 

systems
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Micro

Micro

Micro

Mezzo
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Micro

Micro

Micro

Mezzo

Micro

Micro

Micro

Micro

Micro

Micro
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Macrosystem

ÅThe upper levels of a bureaucracy

ÅValues, cultural ideals

ÅConcerns of society on a large scale
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Micro

Micro

Micro

Mezzo

Macro

Micro

Micro

Micro

Micro
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Principle 2: Systems are Connected

ÅBoundaries: define a system and its 

internal operations

ÅOpen systems: permeable; allow for 

growth, input, output, interactions

ÅClosed systems: no input, no interactions 

from outside, entropy

ÅEnergy exchange: systems interact 

through exchange of energy
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YoYo & Puzzles
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Principle 3: Systems maintain equilibrium

ÅHomeostatic balance--relatively fixed 

interaction pattern & rigid control on relationship 

patterns

ïMinimal adjustments, quick return to previous 

state

ÅSteady state balance--dynamic balance & 

favors responding to environmental change 

ïEnacts flexible roles and functions, sustains 

these adaptations after the change has been 

resolved. 
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Obstacle Course
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Pothole

ÅYou maneuver around it in a quick 

adjustment, without changing your 

direction of travel, and resume your path.

Homeostatic balance


