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OBJECTIVE:  Students will learn that the world is made up of “systems” and learn why it is 

valuable to understand the elements of a system and their relationships. 

Students will analyze a real-world system (ex. Library) and form groups to discuss various 

types of real life “systems”. 

MATERIAL 

Paper, pencils, pens or markers, and computer access  

DIRECTIONS 

Introduction:  Introduce the concept of “systems thinking” to class.  Define the terms 

and introduce the book “Thinking in Systems” by Donella H. Meadows. 

Time required: Two class sessions (50 minutes) 

What to do:  Students will analyze a real-world system (a library) and discuss various 

examples of other real- world systems. 

1. Ask: How would you describe a library to someone who had never seen one? Engage 

students in a short discussion about the attributes of a library. Explain that a library is a type 

of system and a system is a scientific way to organize a group of related objects, attributes, 

relationships, and environments and describes how they affect one another. 

2. Draw four columns on the board and label them: object, attribute, relationship, and 

environment. Review the meaning of these words using the definitions below. Then 

complete the chart as a class by asking questions such as: 

 What objects are in a library? (e.g., books, shelves, librarians, patrons, card catalog 

files, computers, etc.) 

 What are a library's attributes? (e.g., books contain information, pictures, stories; 

shelves hold objects; librarians keep books on the right shelves and control access 



to books in the library; card catalog contains information on location and contents of 

books.) 

 What relationships do people have with a library? (e.g., patrons borrow books; 

librarians check books out for patrons; books are stored on shelves; information 

about books including their location in card catalog.) 

 What is the physical environment of a library? (e.g., a building filled with books, 

desks, tables, clocks, chairs, sofas, computers, carts, and a card catalog. People 

can use the card catalog to find which books will help them, and where those books 

are located on the shelves. Librarians keep the books on the shelves in the right 

order, and help patrons check out and return books when they are done with them.) 

3. Explain that this chart now describes the library as a system.  

4. Separate students into groups of four or five. Explain that each group will be challenged 

to select and describe a system of their choice (e.g., a sports arena, a concert hall, etc.). 

5. Groups will then complete the following for the next class: 

1.  Name of the system you selected:  (ex.  Library, school, gym, mall). 

2.  Draw a simple sketch of your system. 

3.  List the objects, attributes, relationships, and environment of your group’s system. 

     Answer the following questions for the system you describe: 

 What are the objects in this system? 

 What are the important attributes of each object? 

 What are the relationships between the objects?  

 

4.  Each group will present their “systems” to the class at the next class session. 

 

 


