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Root Cause BasicsRoot Cause Basics

ROOT CAUSE ANALYSIS ROOT CAUSE ANALYSIS –– An effective tool An effective tool
used both used both reactivelyreactively, to investigate an adverse, to investigate an adverse

event that has already occurred, and event that has already occurred, and proactivelyproactively,,
to analyze and improve processes and systemsto analyze and improve processes and systems

before they breakdown.before they breakdown.

Root Cause in Health Care: Tools & TechniquesRoot Cause in Health Care: Tools & Techniques
The Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare OrganizationsThe Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations

Why Root Cause Analysis?Why Root Cause Analysis?

 Helps dissolve problem, not just the symptomHelps dissolve problem, not just the symptom
 Eliminates patching & wasted effortEliminates patching & wasted effort
 Conserves scarce resourcesConserves scarce resources
 Induces discussion & reflectionInduces discussion & reflection
 Provides a rationale for strategyProvides a rationale for strategy

 CanCan’’t fix until you know what is wrongt fix until you know what is wrong
 Fundamental causesFundamental causes
 Strategies targeted on the cause, not the symptomStrategies targeted on the cause, not the symptom
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Our DefinitionOur Definition

Root Cause Root Cause –– the deepest underlying cause, or the deepest underlying cause, or
causes, of positive or negative symptoms withincauses, of positive or negative symptoms within

any process that, if dissolved, would result inany process that, if dissolved, would result in
elimination or substantial reduction, of theelimination or substantial reduction, of the

symptomsymptom

School LeaderSchool Leader’’s Guide to Root Cause Analysiss Guide to Root Cause Analysis
By Paul By Paul PreussPreuss

Root Cause or Causes?Root Cause or Causes?

 Schools are complex social systemsSchools are complex social systems
 Often impossible to isolate a single root causeOften impossible to isolate a single root cause
 May identify several causes creating a symptomMay identify several causes creating a symptom
 Dissolving one or more causes reduces theDissolving one or more causes reduces the

symptomsymptom
 Medical diagnostics & treatmentMedical diagnostics & treatment
 FireFire

The Symptom The Symptom –– Low Levels of Low Levels of
Student Achievement on PSSAStudent Achievement on PSSA

 Surface level problemSurface level problem
 Red flag that draws attention to the issueRed flag that draws attention to the issue
 Symptom can be a noticeable gap betweenSymptom can be a noticeable gap between

expectations & realityexpectations & reality
 Understand that schools are composed ofUnderstand that schools are composed of

hundreds of processeshundreds of processes
 Dissolving the root vs. patching the symptomDissolving the root vs. patching the symptom
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Modes of Root Cause AnalysisModes of Root Cause Analysis

 Negative Negative ReactiveReactive
 Identify & dissolve rootsIdentify & dissolve roots

for existing problemsfor existing problems

 Why did this happen?Why did this happen?

 What is holding us back?What is holding us back?

 Negative Negative ProactiveProactive
 Identify & dissolveIdentify & dissolve

potential roots for futurepotential roots for future
problemsproblems

 What root processes,What root processes,
beliefs, attitudes, skills,beliefs, attitudes, skills,
and knowledge must weand knowledge must we
change to bring what wechange to bring what we
want to fruition?want to fruition?

Modes of Root Cause AnalysisModes of Root Cause Analysis
 Positive Positive ReactiveReactive

 Identify & replicate rootsIdentify & replicate roots
for existing successfor existing success

 Why was this program aWhy was this program a
success?success?

 What elementsWhat elements
contributed to itscontributed to its
success?success?

 Positive Positive ProactiveProactive
 Identify & implant rootsIdentify & implant roots

needed for futureneeded for future
problemsproblems

 What root processes,What root processes,
beliefs, attitudes, skills,beliefs, attitudes, skills,
and knowledge must weand knowledge must we
install to bring what weinstall to bring what we
want to fruition?want to fruition?

Positive ReactivePositive Reactive  –– Reviewing possible roots of Reviewing possible roots of
a programa program’’s successful implementation ors successful implementation or
What made it work?What made it work?

 Staff involvement in decision from the beginningStaff involvement in decision from the beginning
 Staff ownership over program implementationStaff ownership over program implementation
 Staff were thoroughly trainedStaff were thoroughly trained
 Administrative support & resourcesAdministrative support & resources
 Benchmarked with a successful schoolBenchmarked with a successful school
 Parents were informedParents were informed
 Program was aligned with philosophy & beliefsProgram was aligned with philosophy & beliefs
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Positive ProactivePositive Proactive  –– What do we have going What do we have going
for us that will enable success in this process?for us that will enable success in this process?

 Administrative leadershipAdministrative leadership
 Staff desire for improved student achievementStaff desire for improved student achievement
 Needs to meet accountability expectationsNeeds to meet accountability expectations
 Knowing what the key problem issues areKnowing what the key problem issues are
 Technical capacity to analyze dataTechnical capacity to analyze data

Negative ProactiveNegative Proactive  –– What forces will hold us What forces will hold us
back from being successful in RCA?back from being successful in RCA?

 Lack of extensive dataLack of extensive data
 Severe time constraintsSevere time constraints
 Lack of clerical supportLack of clerical support
 Lack of analysis capacitiesLack of analysis capacities
 Training needsTraining needs
 Team facilitation needsTeam facilitation needs

Negative ReactiveNegative Reactive  –– Problem solving mode of Problem solving mode of
immediate issuesimmediate issues

 High failure rate in mathHigh failure rate in math
 Potentially failing students can be identifiedPotentially failing students can be identified

early early –– but given no extra help but given no extra help
 Remedies might includeRemedies might include

 More help for students identified as at risk forMore help for students identified as at risk for
failingfailing

 Improved preparatory programsImproved preparatory programs
 Back to back periods or three semester courseBack to back periods or three semester course
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Levels of Root CausesLevels of Root Causes

 Incident or procedural levelIncident or procedural level
 A fight in the cafeteria fifth period WednesdayA fight in the cafeteria fifth period Wednesday

 Programmatic or process levelProgrammatic or process level
 There are always fights in the cafeteria every dayThere are always fights in the cafeteria every day

at every periodat every period
 Systemic levelSystemic level

 There are fights everywhere in the schoolThere are fights everywhere in the school
 External levelExternal level

 The whole community is fightingThe whole community is fighting

Elements @ Each Root Cause LevelElements @ Each Root Cause Level

 Incident or ProceduralIncident or Procedural
LevelLevel
 The studentThe student
 The testThe test
 The teacherThe teacher
 The incidentThe incident

 Program LevelProgram Level
 Instructional processInstructional process
 MaterialsMaterials
 SettingSetting
 TimeTime
 AlignmentAlignment
 SchedulingScheduling
 Training/Staff Dev.Training/Staff Dev.
 Adm. ProceduresAdm. Procedures
 Curriculum assessmentCurriculum assessment

Elements @ Each Root Cause LevelElements @ Each Root Cause Level

 Systemic LevelSystemic Level
 LeadershipLeadership
 MissionMission
 VisionVision
 PrioritiesPriorities
 MoraleMorale
 PlanningPlanning
 BudgetBudget
 CultureCulture
 FacilitiesFacilities
 Values/BeliefsValues/Beliefs

 External LevelExternal Level
 FamilyFamily
 CommunityCommunity
 Wealth/PovertyWealth/Poverty
 HealthHealth
 MediaMedia
 Youth CultureYouth Culture
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Determining if a Cause is Root orDetermining if a Cause is Root or
ContributingContributing

 Would the problem have occurred if theWould the problem have occurred if the
cause had not been presentcause had not been present

 No/Root No/Root –– Yes/ Contributing Yes/ Contributing
 Will the problem reoccur if the cause isWill the problem reoccur if the cause is

dissolveddissolved
 No/Root No/Root –– Yes/ Contributing Yes/ Contributing

 Will the correction of the cause lead toWill the correction of the cause lead to
similar eventssimilar events

 No/Root No/Root –– Yes/ Contributing Yes/ Contributing

Indicators of a Root CauseIndicators of a Root Cause

 Dead end asking what caused the proposedDead end asking what caused the proposed
root causeroot cause

 Agreement among all that it is a root causeAgreement among all that it is a root cause
 Logical, makes sense, provides clarityLogical, makes sense, provides clarity
 Cause is something you can influence &Cause is something you can influence &

controlcontrol
 If cause is dissolved, realistic hope that theIf cause is dissolved, realistic hope that the

problem can be reduced or preventedproblem can be reduced or prevented

The Five The Five ““WhysWhys””  –– Getting to the Getting to the
Root CauseRoot Cause

 TeamTeam  –– Why do we have so many class tardies? Why do we have so many class tardies?
 Students:Students: Because we do not have enough time to get from one class to Because we do not have enough time to get from one class to

another.another.
 TeamTeam  –– Why don Why don’’t you have enough time?t you have enough time?

 Students:Students: We only have four minutes We only have four minutes
 TeamTeam  –– Why is the passing time four minutes? Why is the passing time four minutes?

 Principal Principal - We wanted to reduce the amount of student hallway time.- We wanted to reduce the amount of student hallway time.
 Team Team –– Why did we want to reduce it? Why did we want to reduce it?

 PrincipalPrincipal  –– Wanted to reduce discipline problems Wanted to reduce discipline problems
 Team Team –– Why did we want to reduce disciplinary problems? Why did we want to reduce disciplinary problems?

 PrincipalPrincipal  –– Improve safety and climate Improve safety and climate
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Key Indicators of Student SuccessKey Indicators of Student Success

 A student-focused measurable outcome thatA student-focused measurable outcome that
the CTC has the ability, desire, or need tothe CTC has the ability, desire, or need to
influence and for which it is willing, orinfluence and for which it is willing, or
required, to be held accountablerequired, to be held accountable

 PSSA Math AchievementPSSA Math Achievement
 PSSA Reading AchievementPSSA Reading Achievement
 NOCTINOCTI

Is your CTC focused onIs your CTC focused on
these areas with anthese areas with an
unrelenting sense ofunrelenting sense of

urgency?urgency?
Do all decisions & are all actions based on theseDo all decisions & are all actions based on these

Key Indicators of Student Success?Key Indicators of Student Success?

Reflective Root Cause AnalysisReflective Root Cause Analysis

Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (1) Is there strong, observable evidence that the(1) Is there strong, observable evidence that the
standards-aligned curriculum and instructionalstandards-aligned curriculum and instructional
practices are consistently implemented across allpractices are consistently implemented across all
academic and technical areas?academic and technical areas?

 Math, Reading, & NOCTIMath, Reading, & NOCTI
 Yes/No Yes/No –– If no, Root Causes exist If no, Root Causes exist
 Five Five ““WhyWhy’’ss”” or other strategies or other strategies

Key Indicators of Student Success
PSSA Achievement

NOCTI Achievement
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Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (2) Is there strong, observable evidence that(2) Is there strong, observable evidence that
CTC staff regularly use standards-alignedCTC staff regularly use standards-aligned
benchmark assessments to monitor & adjustbenchmark assessments to monitor & adjust
instructional practices?instructional practices?

 Yes/ NoYes/ No
 Supporting EvidenceSupporting Evidence
 No No –– Root Causes exist Root Causes exist

Key Indicators of Student Success
PSSA Achievement

NOCTI Achievement

Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (3) Is there strong, observable evidence that(3) Is there strong, observable evidence that
struggling students are identified early and arestruggling students are identified early and are
supported by an intervention infrastructuresupported by an intervention infrastructure
with a system for monitoring effectiveness?with a system for monitoring effectiveness?

 Yes / NoYes / No
 EvidenceEvidence
 Root CausesRoot Causes

Key Indicators of Student Success
PSSA Achievement

NOCTI Achievement

Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (4) Is there strong, observable evidence that(4) Is there strong, observable evidence that
all students (ELL students, all students (ELL students, DisabilitisDisabilitis) have) have
access to challenging, on-standard curriculumaccess to challenging, on-standard curriculum
and rigorous assignmentsand rigorous assignments

 Yes/NoYes/No
 EvidenceEvidence
 Root CausesRoot Causes

Key Indicators of Student Success
PSSA Achievement

NOCTI Achievement
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Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (5) Is there strong, observable evidence that(5) Is there strong, observable evidence that
the effectiveness & experience of the teacherthe effectiveness & experience of the teacher
are matched to the needs of students asare matched to the needs of students as
equitably as possible?equitably as possible?

 Yes/NoYes/No
 EvidenceEvidence
 Root CausesRoot Causes

Key Indicators of Student Success
PSSA Achievement

NOCTI Achievement

Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (6) Is there strong, observable evidence that(6) Is there strong, observable evidence that
professional development is linked to theprofessional development is linked to the
CTCCTC’’ss instructional priorities; is standards- instructional priorities; is standards-
based; and is differentiated to meet thebased; and is differentiated to meet the
continuous learning needs of the staff?continuous learning needs of the staff?

 Yes/NoYes/No
 EvidenceEvidence
 Root CausesRoot Causes Key Indicators of Student Success

PSSA Achievement
NOCTI Achievement

Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (7) Is there strong observable evidence that(7) Is there strong observable evidence that
staff & administrators meet regularly to reflectstaff & administrators meet regularly to reflect
on on profprof. practice and on the progress of. practice and on the progress of
student learning with an ongoingstudent learning with an ongoing
review/analysis of data & sharing bestreview/analysis of data & sharing best
practices?practices?

 Yes/NoYes/No
 EvidenceEvidence
 Root CauseRoot Cause

Key Indicators of Student Success
PSSA Achievement

NOCTI Achievement
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Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (8) Is there strong, observable evidence that(8) Is there strong, observable evidence that
new and/or new and/or ““strugglingstruggling”” teachers, staff, and teachers, staff, and
administrators receive timely, effective supportadministrators receive timely, effective support
& intervention?& intervention?

 Yes/NoYes/No
 EvidenceEvidence
 Root CausesRoot Causes Key Indicators of Student Success

PSSA Achievement
NOCTI Achievement

Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (9) Is there strong, observable evidence that a(9) Is there strong, observable evidence that a
significant proportion of the significant proportion of the CTCCTC’’ss resources resources
is directed toward strategies that enhanceis directed toward strategies that enhance
professional practice & the core instructionalprofessional practice & the core instructional
program?program?

 Yes/NoYes/No
 EvidenceEvidence
 Root CauseRoot Cause

Key Indicators of Student Success
PSSA Achievement

NOCTI Achievement

Foundation/Guiding Questions fromFoundation/Guiding Questions from
Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8Focus on Results in CTE - W/S 8

 (10) Is there strong, observable evidence that(10) Is there strong, observable evidence that
the principal is proactively involved inthe principal is proactively involved in
aligning the components of a standards-aligning the components of a standards-
aligned system?aligned system?

 Yes/NoYes/No
 EvidenceEvidence
 Root CauseRoot Cause Key Indicators of Student Success

PSSA Achievement
NOCTI Achievement
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