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Identifying Root Causes that 
Actually Drive School Improvement
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Effective school 
improvement begins by 

understanding the current 
state before attempting to 

change it.

Lehmann et al., (in press)
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School Scenario
● State assessment 

○ 50% proficient overall
○ 15% proficient for student with disabilities
○ 9% proficient for students receiving Free/Reduced Lunch

● Classroom observations
○ Heavy teacher-talk, frontal teaching, procedural
○ Little use of formative assessment

● Student grades are high compared to test performance
● Collaborative planning is being built into schedule for first 

time 
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Who Needs to Be at the Table?
Students
Families/Caregivers
Classroom Teachers
Special Education Teachers
Multilingual Learner Teachers
Instructional Coaches
School Counselors

Building Administrators
Paraprofessionals
Support Staff
District Leaders
Community Partners
School Board (when appropriate)

Which voices are often missing?
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Gather Multiple 
Sources of Evidence

What story do these 
tell together? 
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Surveys - AI 

Multiple Sources of Evidence
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Surveys - AI 

Multiple Sources of Evidence
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Surveys - AI 

Multiple Sources of Evidence
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Multiple Sources of Evidence
Classroom Walkthrough Data
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School Scenario: What do 
We Know Now?

● State assessment 
○ 50% proficient overall
○ 15% proficient for student with disabilities
○ 9% proficient for students receiving Free/Reduced Lunch

● Classroom observations
○ Heavy teacher-talk, frontal teaching, procedural
○ Little use of formative assessment

● Student grades are high compared to test performance
● Collaborative planning is being built into schedule for first 

time 
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Symptoms vs. Root Causes
Symptoms Root Causes

Low scores Misaligned instruction

Low student engagement Lack of student voice

Poor attendance Weak Tier 1 practices

High discipline referrals Inconsistent expectations

Resistance to change Initiative overload
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Symptoms vs. Root Causes

Are these actually root causes?
● Teachers do not care.
● Parents do not support education.
● Students are not motivated.
● Kids just do not want to learn
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-Leaders/teams feel pressure to act quickly. 
-Leaders/teams confuse assumptions with evidence.
-Leaders/teams stop asking “why” too soon.
-Leaders/teams focus on people instead of systems.
-Leaders/teams fail to engage the right stakeholders. 

⚠Common Pitfalls⚠
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Beyond 
Compliance: 

Leading School 
Improvement for 

Meaningful 
Change

(coming soon!)
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Assess & Analyze Interpret & Connect Plan & Strategize
Needs Assessment Root-Cause Analysis

What Gain insight into your school’s 
current status using available data
Begin envisioning the desired 
state for your school

Ask questions to explore potential 
causes that led to the gaps 
identified in the needs assessment

Determine strategies that best 
address root causes
Plan for how to monitor 
implementation of strategies

Why Based on the gaps identified, 
generate questions to inform 
root-cause analyses

Agreement among team on which 
root causes are within the school’s 
control

Inform planning of strategies that 
target and remove root causes

Specific plans are more likely to be 
implemented
Planning for monitoring increases a 
sense of accountability and 
facilitates feedback processes

Perform Needs Assessment & Root Cause Analysis
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Root Cause Analysis
The Five Whys

Major Concern: There is a significant gap in math performance on multiple 
assessment measures with our Multilingual Learners compared to students 
overall. 

Root Causes:
● Teachers are not comfortable utilizing scaffolds and 

cueing systems to appropriately support students. 
(Instructional)

● Teachers may have implicit bias that Multilingual 
Learners are not ready to engage in productive 
struggle or have the ability to engage in higher order 
tasks. (Cultural)

● Leaders do not have consistent structures in place to 
provide staff with coaching and feedback regarding 
instructional practices to support Multilingual 
Learners. (Structural) 
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How Do You Know You've Found 
the Right Root Cause?

Before moving to solutions, ask yourself…
✔ Is it supported by evidence?
✔ Is it within our control?
✔ Does it explain a problem (not describe a symptom)?
✔ Does it focus on adult actions?
✔Will addressing it improve outcomes for students?

If you answer "no" to any of these, keep asking "Why?"
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Beyond Compliance

Instead of asking: Ask: 

Did we complete the school 
improvement plan?

Did we understand the problem 
before writing the plan?

Did we submit the paperwork? Did we change teaching and 
learning?

What strategy should we use? What evidence tells us this strategy 
addresses the root cause?

Instead of fixing symptoms…. improve the system.
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Thank you!
Erin Lehmann, EdD
erin.lehmann@usd.edu

Abi Van Regenmorter, EdD
abi.vanregenmorter@k12.sd.us

Vassa Grichko, PhD
vassa.grichko@usd.edu
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