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What is SyMap?

Click to add textClick to add textClick to add textProgram Goals
• Examine complex social systems using mapping and modeling 

tools
• Understand inequities from a systems perspective
• Spend time on college campus, exploring careers and learning 

with and from higher education professionals

Systems Mapping: visual representation of a system, 
including relationships and feedback loops, actors 

and trends.



Keys to Systems Mapping with Youth

• Understanding Community 
Context

• Developing Rapport
• Co-Creating a Collaborative
• Scaffolding to Elevate 

Understanding
• Flexibility 



SyMap Summer 
Program Overview
• One-week paid 

opportunity 
• Hosted on Valencia/UCF 

Downtown campus 
• 5 rising sophomores & 

juniors from Parramore  
• 2 rising sophomores at 

Valencia 






How we started
Students were asked to generate explanations for the following 
outcomes:

• Children from low-income families are three times less likely to 
participate in after-school programs.

• By sixth grade, middle-income students will have spent nearly 4,000 
more hours in after-school and summer learning programs than their 
lower-income peers.

• And parents in low-income and minority households are more likely to 
report a lack of available learning opportunities on offer in their 
communities.

• Children consistently involved in extracurriculars are 400 percent 
more likely to go to college than kids who cannot access these 
programs.

https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/news/taking-systemic-approach-access-and-equity-afterschool
http://www.k12.wa.us/WorkGroups/pubdocs/ExpandedLearningOpportunitiesCouncil2016Report.pdf
https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/documents/America-After-3PM-Afterschool-Programs-in-Demand.pdf
https://abhay.io/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/zaff2003.pdf


Narratives as models

• SyMap students were asked to create 
detailed narratives about two individuals that 
helped explain the data presented

• “By giving them a story to tell, by letting 
them tell the narratives of those two 
individuals, they were able to put together a 
causal pathway that explained the data in 
ways that made sense to them. We were able 
to come back to those stories and use them 
as explanatory tools for these broader 
systems conversations. We spent the rest of 
the week toggling back and forth across 
individuals and systems.”



From Narratives to Systems 
Maps



Connecting to 
the real world 

• Does our model help 
us understand our 
local systems?

• How can this help us 
understand system-
level causes of 
inequities? 



Connecting to the 
real world 

• What is the 
importance of 
programs that deepen 
student interests?

• How can we explore 
ways to increase 
access to programs 
offering diverse 
experiences? 



Lessons Learned

• High school youth can engage 
deeply with highly complex 
systems issues 

• Systems mapping is a helpful 
tool for supporting understanding 
of complex social issues 

• Collaboration with youth as 
facilitator vs. instructor 



Feedback
• HS freshman: “This really got me 

thinking.” 

• Middle schooler: “I feel, like, 110% 
confident in figuring out a pathway 
for myself now.” 

• Adult mentor outside of SyMap: 
“It’s piqued their interest in going 
to college. Like, they [are] really 
excited now, they feel like they can 
do it. They are… more focused on 
academics.” 



Implications, Challenges, & Future Research
• Complex systems are challenging for anyone to understand!

• Logistical challenges 

• Need to continue examining the use of mapping and modeling as tools 
for understanding inequity

• Preliminary evidence of shift from individual perspectives on inequity to 
systems perspectives 

• Aligns with other published work (Bañales et al., 2021)

• Continue explorations with larger groups, different ages, and more 
diverse backgrounds

• Test and refine ways to measure changes in knowledge and beliefs



Questions
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