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End of Session Objective
When confronted with an educational problem, we educators often react 
rather than assess and pinpoint the sources, or root causes of the 
problem. 
Our reactive responses attack the highly visible, even painful symptoms 
of the problem, producing deceivingly rapid short-term benefits, that 
tend to fail, but provide rapid, in the moment relief. 
Attainment of a flexible, effective problem-solving model that focuses 
on root-causes that is learned and deployed with high levels of 
automaticity is needed in every educators’ skill repertoire.  
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No Shortage of Educational Challenges
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“…Overwhelming tendency to look for the answer 
or solutions to problems before the problem is 

defined, it’s characteristics investigated, and 
alternate courses of action are weighed and 

costed out.” 

Joe Harless 



Marinated in a 
culture of 

increasingly sped up 
action and reaction!





"Great leaders are 
almost always great 

simplifiers,
who can cut through 

argument, debate and 
doubt,

to offer a solution 
everybody can 
understand.“

Colin Powell
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Human Nature
• What is it in our nature that causes us to jump to conclusions? 
• What is it that drives us to bags of tricks and solutions and not procedures 

for generating solutions? 
• Why do we think of answers and not questions?
• Why does business, government and education reward people for answers 

and solutions, not questions and systematic analysis? 
• Majority agrees that questions come before answers.
• Majority agrees that analysis comes before solutions.  



Peter Senge



“We believe…an ounce of analysis 
is worth a pound of anything else 
(including immediate 
action…training…).” 



“Piecemeal approaches 
that are assumed to be the 
answer are as dangerous 
as no response at all.” 



“The first rule of 
engineering worthy 
performance—get 
clear about valued 
accomplishments.” 



“How do you implement a 
vague idea, practice or 
policy? First, disambiguate 
it…make it clear!” Fixen & 
Blasé.



Me, define “problem?”
Why, that is how a 
situation deviates from 
a model situation. 
That deviation/problem 
hurts. 
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This definition of “problem” commits us to:

1. Realize the problem is hurting us. 
2. Decide to do something about the problem. 
3. Define how we are hurting. 
4. Define how we will know when the 

problem is solved – or define the “problem free”
situation. 
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All of this before we even think
about eliminating the 

problem/hurt! 



We don’t get what we want 
by simply getting rid of 
what we don’t want 
(problem/hurt).

Russel Ackoff



The righter you do the wrong thing, the wronger you 
become. The wronger you do the right thing, the 

righter you become - Russel Ackoff



Expert Problem Solving
Front-End Analysis

1. Determine “what is.” 
2. Determine “what should be.” 
3. Examine deficit between “what is” and “should be.”
4. Determine if the deficit is a “problem.” 
5. Determine if there is a “root cause,” producing the 

problem. 
6. Hypothesize remedies to root cause. 
7. Test hypothesis remedies.  
8. Weigh costs and effects of each remedy. 
9. Select and implement best remedy. 
10. Evaluate gap between “what is” and “what should be.” 21
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My Problem Case

“After getting my students working independently, and after stating 
expectations, I take a few students to the kidney table for intensive 

supports. Incredible to believe, but almost immediately students 
working at their desks begin violating the stated expectations. I can’t 

get any intensive work done because of the behavior of students 
working at their desks…arrrrggggh.” 
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Your Problem Case?

1-minute

23



Step 1 – Determine “What is”
“My desk students are not 
complying with work 
expectations while I am at 
the kidney table doing 
intensive work with a small 
group of students.” 
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I guess all those 
pointing fingers 
means it is my 

turn. 



Step 1 – Determine “What is”
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Uuuum…stop 
talking Dave! 
It’s their turn. 



Step 2 – Determine “What Should Be”
“My desk students should be 
complying with independent 
work expectations while I am 
at the kidney table.” 
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Step 2 – Determine “What Should Be”
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No really! Stop 
talking Dave! 
It’s their turn. 



Step 3 – Examine Gap - “What Is and Should Be”
“There’s a big gap! I expect 
desk students to stay in their 
seats, silently complete 
independent work, and pull 
out their library book if they 
finish early. They violate each 
expectation.” 
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Step 3 – Examine Gap - “What Is and Should 
Be”

29

Wish I had a 
cookie to stuff 
in his mouth. 

Their turn 
Dave! 



Step 4 – Determine if deficit is a 
“problem” 

“Without question it is a 
problem. Desk students are 
not learning…they’re not 
completing their work. 
Intensive students are not 
learning…I’m too busy asking 
students to quiet down, 
return to their seats, or begin 
working.” 
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Step 4 – Determine if deficit is a 
“problem” 
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Oh, good…the 
cookie did the 

trick.



Step 5 – Determine if there is a “root 
cause,” producing the problem 

3 Common Categories (there are others)
• Knowledge-skill deficits (“can’t do” - know too little) (PD) 
• Motivation deficits (won’t do - incentive deficits) 
• Environmental deficits (can’t do – systems obstacles block 

performer)
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“I’ve never discovered a problem where it was reported to be.
It’s always been somewhere else.”  - Russel Ackoff

The 5 Whys – Down Payment on the Car (symptoms vs. RC)



Step 5 – Determine if there is a “root cause” 
producing the problem

“Yes, I know what my 
students are doing, but why? 
What is the root cause (RC)? 
Is the RC a knowledge-skill 
deficit? Is the RC a 
motivational deficit? An 
environmental deficit? Is the 
RC a combination of these 
three deficits?  
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Step 5 – Determine if there is a “root cause” 
producing the problem

“Ok, is the RC a knowledge-skill 
deficit?”

“Hmm. It’s possible. I’ve told 
them what I expect…but I 
haven’t had them demonstrate 
for me that they can do it. 
Conceptually, I think they know 
what to do, but maybe they 
don’t understand why it is 
important and what it looks and 
sounds like when they do 
it…that is, comply with 
classroom expectations.”  
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Step 5 – Determine if there is a “root 
cause” producing the problem

“Ok, is the RC a motivational 
deficit?”

“Good question. What exactly do 
they get out of complying? They 
avoid my verbal reminders and 
reprimands.”

“I guess if they don’t comply 
they get to have fun.”

“Hmm. I wonder if the fun is a 
more powerful incentive than 
avoiding my reminders and 
reprimands?”   
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Step 5 – Determine if there is a “root cause” 
producing the problem

“Ok, is the RC an environmental 
deficit?”

“A lot of kids get up to sharpen 
pencils and then end up visiting.”

“Come to think of it…the kids that 
are most non-compliant are 
seated furthest from the kidney 
table.” 

“Some kids have not had a book to 
turn to and read when finishing 
early.” 36



Step 5 – Determine if there is a “root cause” 
producing the problem

“Ok, is the RC a combination 
of the three? Yes, maybe all 
three root cause types 
explain a portion of why my 
desk students don’t meet 
independent work 
expectations.”  
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Step 5 – Determine if there is a “root 
cause” producing the problem

38

Outa cookies. I 
bet Groucho 

could quiet you 
down. Their 
turn Dave! 



Step 6 – Hypothesize remedies 
to root cause

Knowledge-Skill RC – “I could 
re-teach expectations, model 
for them what is expected, 
and have them show me how 
to meet and not meet the 
expectation.” 
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Step 6 – Hypothesize remedies 
to root cause

Motivation RC – “My praise coupled with a classroom buck 
is not happening because I’m busy at the kidney table. 
Could I assign students to take turns being the teacher and 
look for compliance, praise compliance, and hand out 
bucks while I’m at the kidney table?” 
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Step 6 – Hypothesize remedies 
to root cause

Environmental RC – “So many 
kids get out of their seat to 
sharpen pencils, or get a 
book to read from the class 
library. As part of my start up 
routine, I will have everyone 
ensure they have two sharp 
pencils and a book in their 
desks. Also, I am going to 
move the kidney table closer 
to all students.” 
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Step 6 – Hypothesize remedies 
to root cause
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Woot! Woot! 
Nice job Dave! 
You're getting 

the hang of 
this! Now, its 

their turn!



Expert Problem Solving
Front-End Analysis

1. Determine “what is.” 
2. Determine “what should be.” 
3. Examine deficit between “what is” and “should be.”
4. Determine if the deficit is a “problem.” 
5. Determine if there is a “root cause,” producing the 

problem. 
6. Hypothesize remedies to root cause. 
7. Test hypothesis remedies.  
8. Weigh costs and effects of each remedy. 
9. Select and implement best remedy. 
10. Evaluate gap between “what is” and “what should be.” 43
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

Do my students lack knowledge or skill? Do 
they need training? Caution…not so fast.  
Or, do they need something else? 

http://pngimg.com/download/62450
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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Rummler & Brache
1995



46

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

Before I assume my student’s won’t, 
perhaps they can’t. What do they need 
so they can? 

May need: 
> Clear work standards 

> Task supports
> Supportive consequences

> Effective feedback
> Increased knowledge-skills

> Different assignment 

http://pngimg.com/download/62450
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


“Don’t Let the Perfect Get in 
the Way of the Good.” 

Voltaire
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Contact

David Forbush
david.forbush@usu.edu
435-890-0664 (cell)
435-797-9050 (office)

Go Get Em
Learning/Behavior 

Super Heroes!

mailto:david.forbush@usu.edu

