Root Cause Analysis[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Primary Source: Preuss, P. G. 2003. School leader’s guide to root cause analysis: Using data to dissolve problems. Larchmont, NY.  Eye on Education, Inc.
] 


Levels of Root Cause
Root Causes can be found at any one of the following levels:
· Incident or procedural level
Example: A fight in the cafeteria, fifth period on Wednesday.
· Programmatic or process level
Example: There are always fights in the cafeteria, every day, at every period.
· Systemic level 
Example: There are fights everywhere in school.
· External level
Example: The whole community is fighting.

It is important not to make an "incident" into a systemic issue or to treat a true systemic issue as simply a bunch of incidents.
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Examples of elements at each level are:


Incident or procedural level:
· the student
· the test
· the teacher
· the incident

Programmatic level:
· curriculum/assessment
· instructional processes
· materials
· setting
· time
· alignment
· grouping
· scheduling
· training and staff development
· administrative procedures

Systemic level:
· leadership
· mission
· vision
· culture 
· values/beliefs
· organizational structure
· priorities
· morale 
· planning
· budget
· policies
· allocation of staff
· facilities
· technology
· competencies
· collaboration
· evaluation
· history
· capacity

[bookmark: _GoBack]External level:
· family
· community
· gangs
· wealth/poverty
· health
· partnerships and supporting agencies
· the media
· youth 


There are those who believe that if we dig deeply enough, seeking cause within a system, we will nearly always end up at the system level. These same people will go on to say that there are usually just a few major system causes that become manifested in a wide variety of seemingly separate and differentiated symptoms. Lack of leadership and direction, for example, will result in widespread, seemingly chaotic, manifestations. On the other hand, most people would not want to automatically assign cause for an incidental fight in the cafeteria, at fifth period on Wednesday, to the Superintendent or Board of Education. The most immediate roots for such an incident most likely lie within the participants and, perhaps, within those most closely responsible for their care.

Thus, although roots at the system level will no doubt cause a variety of symptoms throughout the system, there most certainly exist shallower roots that are confined to the program and incident level.

When is a Cause a Root Cause?

In complex social systems, such as schools, it may be difficult, if not impossible, to identify a single, specific, root cause. Often, there are clusters of causal factors that each contribute to the problem. Sometimes, dissolution of any one of the casual factors is sufficient to substantially reduce or totally eliminate the problem. The following concepts provide some direction in identifying root causes or clusters of causal factors.

Ammerman[footnoteRef:1] has identified three criteria to determine if each identified cause is a root cause or if it is a contributing cause. They are: [1:  Ammerman, M. (1998). The root cause analysis handbook: A simplified approach to identifying, correcting and reporting workplace errors (pp. 66-67). New York: Quality Resources.
] 

1. Would the problem have occurred if the cause had not been present? 
If no, then it is a root cause.
If yes, then it is a contributing cause.
2. Will the problem reoccur as the result of the same cause if the cause is corrected or dissolved?
If no, then it is a root cause.
If yes, then it is a contributing cause.
3. Will correction or dissolution of the cause lead to similar events?
If no, then it is a root cause.
If yes, then it is a contributing cause.

Other indicators that you have found the root cause are:
· You run into a dead end asking what caused the proposed root cause.
· Everyone agrees that this is a root cause.
· The cause is logical, makes sense, and provides clarity to the problem.
· The cause is something that you can influence and control.
· If the cause is dissolved, there is realistic hope that the problem can be reduced or prevented in the future.

School improvement teams and others using root cause analysis often wonder when to stop seeking cause and make the decision that sufficient data and effort have been used to arrive at a reasonable root. This is often a judgment call that will improve with experience. Often, the lack of data and the pressures of time frustrate the effort and force it to halt at a level below the surface symptom, but perhaps not as deep as must it ultimately go. Using the above guides and common sense, however, teams can usually arrive at a proximate area of cause or causes that if dissolved, or reduced, will remedy or reduce the symptom. Teams, however, should not allow timidity or fear to block deeper discovery of issues that may be related to culture or deeper organizational elements.

Major hypothesis areas[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Marx, G. E. (2014) adapted from Preuss, P. G. 2003. 
] 


Individual Learner
· Engagement
· Attitude toward learning
· Attainment of prerequisite skills
· Family support
· Self-efficacy
· Time on task – persistence
· Prior learning
· Understanding of learning objectives
· Participation rates
· Attendance 
· Discipline 
· School groupings

Individual Teacher
· High/low expectations
· Understanding of learning objectives
· Philosophical orientation and agreement
· Teaching experience
· Enthusiasm for teaching
· Classroom management skills
· Content knowledge
· Teacher training and skills 
· Knowledge regarding curriculum
· Familiarity with instructional materials
· Assessment practices

Teaching Practices: Curriculum
· Alignment with state standards
· Balance with state standards
· Clear learning objectives
· Content developmentally appropriate 
· Accommodates various learning styles
· Scope and sequence
· Time on task guidelines– opportunity to learn
· Instructional materials provided
· Quality
· Quantity
· Aligned with assessments
· Teacher familiarity
· Student assessments

Teaching Practices: Formative Assessment
· Quality (validity and reliability)
· Alignment with state standards
· Item format and level of difficulty 
· Models of strong and weak work
· Feedback to students
· Frequency of administration
· Timely availability of results
· Utilization by teachers (differentiate instruction, re-grouping, etc.)

Teaching Practices: Instruction
· Learning climate
· Clear and understandable learning targets
· Task management
· Academic time on task 
· Expectations
· Student engagement with content/process
· Student motivation
· Alignment between written and taught curriculum
· Instructional tasks parallel to state assessments/standards

School Practices and Processes
· Assemblies and other instruction interruptions
· Grading
· Grouping
· Scheduling and student programming
· Student discipline and attendance
· Human resources—staffing, recruiting, assigning
· Supervision and personnel evaluation
· Professional development 
· Instructional support
· Resource allocation
· Operational management 
· Financial—alignment of budget with school's purpose and goals
· Planning and continuous improvement
· Monitoring of student achievement
· Program monitoring and evaluation
· Communication within and without
· Partnering – Community involvement and engagement
· Data and information management
· Leadership

External
· Family stability
· Community
· Poverty or Affluence (SES)
· Health
· Media influence
· Youth culture
· Politics 
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