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Systems Thinking Activity 

 

 
 
** For additional standards and content references, please see the end of document.   

 
Overview:  
This short activity works to create a lot of chaos… it also gives a clear way to show students how 
important it is to have systems in place and the importance of recognizing interdependence. 
 

Objectives: 
The student will understand the need to create systems to solve problems.   

 
Pre-Activity Discussion: 

 Begin the class by asking students the following discussion questions: 
o “What do you think of when you hear the word system?” 
o “Where do you encounter systems in your everyday life?”  

 Examples can include a lunch line, sports drills, discipline system, circulatory system, 
etc. 

Activity: 

 Have the students in the class all stand up and clear enough space in the room in order to move 
around (this works best outside or in a larger cleared area). 

 Give the following directions making sure that students hear and understand the directions. 

Time 
Required:  

15 minutes 

Grade Level: 
6th-12th 
grades 

Infusionomics Themes, Keystone Economic Principles, and Skills for the 21st Century Marketplace:  

•THEME: CHOICES 

•Keystone Economic Principle™ #1: We All Make Choices 

•Keystone Economic Principle™ #3: All Choices Have Consequences 

•THEME: COSTS 

•Keystone Economic Principle™ #2: TANSTAAFL™ (There Ain't No Such Thing As A Free Lunch) 

•Skills: 7. Uses Systems Thinking 

•Skills: 9. Leadership Development, d. Align Systems 
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o Ask each person to silently choose two other people in the room as their points of 
reference.  (Be sure students all have two other people picked out and have not discussed 
who they are.) 

o Then ask everyone to stand in a place that is equidistant from (or halfway between) their 2 
points of reference people (be sure no one let’s other people know who their two points of 
reference are).   It doesn’t make any difference how far apart they are from the others as 
long as they are equidistant from both of their points of reference. 

o Typically, after a lot of initial movement, the group will start to settle down a bit and then 
more movement will get triggered, and it just keeps going. 

 Discuss the activity: 
o “Briefly describe what happened.” 

 “What happened when one of your points of reference moved?”  
 “Was there a delay from when you moved to when someone you picked you as a 

point of reference moved?” 
o “Is there a system that could be developed to help us accomplish this task?” 
o Define systems thinking - Analyze how parts of a whole interact with each other to produce 

overall outcomes in complex systems. 
o “Think back to some of the systems we talked about earlier.  What happens when systems 

don’t work?” 
 Ideas about interdependence, reaction delays, communication, & organization 

should come up. 
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Additional Standards and Content References 
 

 

Voluntary National Content Standards in Economics: 

•Standard #1 : Scarcity; Consumers, Wants 

•Standard #2 : Decision Making; Benefit, Costs 

Partnership for 21st Century Life Skills Concept:  

•Learning and Innovation Skills >  Critical Thinking and Problem Solving > Use Systems Thinking: Analyze how 
parts of a whole interact with each other to produce overall outcomes in complex systems. 

National Content Standards for Entrepreneurship Education:  

•Entrepreneurial Skills; A. Entrepreneurial Process, Actualization, A.27 Explain the need for business systems 
and procedures. 

•Ready Skills; D. Communication and Interpersonal Skills Understands concepts, strategies, and systems needed 
to interact effectively with others. 

Keystone Economic Principles™: 

•For more information: http://infusionomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/Keystone_Cheat.pdf   


