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Continuous Improvement Through NICs: Facilitator’s Guide

Using the Facilitator’s Guide
This facilitator’s guide contains materials designed to engage participants in the early steps of
a continuous improvement process—collectively identifying a specific, actionable problem and
its root causes and developing a theory of action focused on the identified problem to guide the
continuous improvement efforts.

Agenda Overview
Table 1 provides an overview of the agenda for the root cause analysis and theory of action
work session. Timeframes are provided as estimates; however, activities may be shortened or
lengthened based on participant familiarity with and understanding of the content. Appendices
A and B provide two different sample agendas based on whether a user will complete both the
root cause analysis and theory of action in 1 day or 2 days.
Table 1. Agenda Overview
Agenda Item

Timeframe

Activities

Slides

Materials

Welcome and Introductions

15 minutes

Participant Introductions

1–11

Agenda
REL Midwest Summary
Handout

Continuous Improvement
Overview

15 minutes

12–20

Networked Improvement
Communities in Action
Handout

Root Cause Analysis

60 minutes

21–28

Pens/Markers
Sticky Notes
Chart Paper

Break

15 minutes

Root Cause Analysis

90 minutes

Lunch

45 minutes

Review Root Cause Analysis

15 minutes

Theory of Action

75 minutes

Break

15 minutes

Theory of Action

60 minutes

Next Steps and Adjourn

15 minutes

REL Midwest

Activity 1: Create a focused
problem statement

29
Activity 2: Unpack root causes

Activity 3: Develop a theory of
action

30–32

Fishbone Diagram Handout

33–35

Completed Fishbone Diagram

36–46

Theory of Action Handout

47
Activity 4: Write a measurable
aim statement

49–50
51–57
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Section 1—Welcome and Introductions
Purpose
This section provides context for the work session, time for participant introductions, and an
overview of REL Midwest.

Materials
•

Slide Deck: Slides 1–11

•

Agenda (Appendix A and Appendix B)

•

Handout: REL Midwest Summary (Appendix C)

Annotated Agenda
Table 2. Section 1: Welcome and Introductions
Agenda Item

Description

Welcome and
Introductions
(10 minutes)

•

Welcome participants to meeting.

•

Share purpose of the meeting and its connection to larger
work/initiatives in which participants may be engaged.

•

Review agenda for the day.

•

Facilitate introductions of participants:

About REL
Midwest
(5 minutes)

–

Name

–

Title

–

Organization/School

Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Midwest
(https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/default.aspx) is part of a
network of 10 regional educational laboratories funded by the U.S.
Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences (IES). IES
(https://ies.ed.gov) is the statistics, research, and evaluation arm of the
U.S. Department of Education.

Slides

Materials

1–4

Agenda

5–11

REL Midwest
Summary Handout

REL Midwest’s collaborative research partnerships include the following:

REL Midwest

•

Midwest Achievement Gap Research Alliance

•

Midwest Alliance to Improve Teacher Preparation

•

Midwest Career Readiness Research Alliance

•

Midwest Early Childhood Education Research Alliance

•

Iowa Learning and Technology Networked Improvement Community

•

Other Collaborations

2

Continuous Improvement Through NICs: Facilitator’s Guide

Section 2—Continuous Improvement Overview
Purpose
This section provides an overview of the methods and goals of engaging in continuous
improvement efforts through networked improvement communities (NICs).

Materials
•

Slide Deck: Slides 12–20

•

Handout: Networked Improvement Communities (NICs) in Action (Appendix D)

Annotated Agenda
Table 3. Section 2: Continuous Improvement Overview
Agenda Item

Description

Slides

Continuous
Improvement
Overview
(15 minutes)

What is a networked improvement community?
A networked improvement community is a collaborative research
partnership that uses the principles of improvement science within a
group of organizations to learn from promising practices developed in
each context and how they may be adapted to other contexts.

12–14

The Improvement Process
NICs ask themselves three questions:

15

Materials

1. What are we trying to accomplish?
2. How will we know that a change is an improvement?
3. What change can we make that will result in improvement?
Then use Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycles to test and refine practices.

REL Midwest

Why use a networked improvement community?

16–17

What does a networked improvement community do?

18–20

•

Review five steps outlined in the handout.

•

Review four stages of PDSA cycles.

Networked
Improvement
Communities
(NICs) in Action
Handout

3

Continuous Improvement Through NICs: Facilitator’s Guide

Section 3—Root Cause Analysis
Purpose
This section provides a set of sample activities that a facilitator can use to bring a group to
consensus about the definition of a problem and its root causes.
•

Activity 1 helps individuals create a focused problem statement and categorizes
potential causes.

•

Activity 2 uses the fishbone diagram to identify root causes. The primary problem
statement becomes the “head” of the fishbone diagram. The focused problem statement
comprises the key factors that make up each major bone.

Materials
•

Slide Deck: Slides 21–32

•

Handout: Fishbone Diagram (Appendix E)

•

Pens and Markers

•

Sticky Notes

•

Chart Paper

Annotated Agenda
Table 4. Section 3: Root Cause Analysis
Agenda Item

Description

Slides

Materials

Activity 1 – Create a
Focused Problem
Statement
(60 minutes)

Goal: Bring the group to a consensus on the specific problem statement.
Strategy: Start with small, specific problems, then combine issues to form
a general statement.
Step 1: Brainstorm problems.

21–28

Pens/Markers
Sticky Notes
Chart Paper

•

Encourage participants to think of one problem that they have
experienced in the past week related to integrating technology into
instruction. Have them write these down on individual sticky notes.
Only give them a few minutes to do so.

•

Next, encourage participants to think of one to three problems that
they have experienced in the past month related to the topic at hand.
Do the same for the past year. Each problem should be written on a
sticky note—different colored sticky notes will indicate whether
problem arose in the past week, month, or year.

Step 2: Share and group problems.
•

REL Midwest

Solicit a few volunteers to read their problems out loud.
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Agenda Item

Description
•

Have participants get together in small groups and group all of the
problems written on the sticky notes together into general categories
(e.g., “Scheduling” or “Lack of knowledge of best strategies”).

•

If participants note that a problem could relate to more than one
general category, encourage them to attach each problem to its
dominant category (the one that characterizes it most centrally).

Slides

Materials

30–32

Fishbone
Diagram
Handout

Step 3: Write a problem statement.
•

Assign a few participants to each general category of problems. Have
the participants work together to draft a focused problem statement for
each. Encourage the participants to be as specific as possible.

Step 4: Build consensus.
•

Read the drafted problem statements out loud and ask if there are any
revisions. Ask participants whether the drafted statements are specific
enough. Make revisions as a group and finalize the statements.

•

Use the individual problem statements to draft one large, focused
problem statement as a group.

Break
(15 minutes)
Activity 2 – Unpack
Root Causes
(90 minutes)

Goal: Determine the root causes of the problem(s) defined in Activity 1.
Strategy: Assign groups of participants to each subproblem developed in
Activity 1 and have them work through the fishbone diagram.
Step 1: Work in small groups on subproblems.
•

Have participants write out the problem statement at the head. Each
“bone” should be one of the subproblems identified in Activity 1.

•

Ask participants whether other subproblems or causes should be
listed. There should be only four or five. These subproblems now
should be thought of as causes. If they are not, keep the sticky notes
in a “parking lot”; perhaps these are root causes more than primary
causes or perhaps they illustrate a root cause.

•

Divide participants into groups. Each group should have one cause,
depending on the size of the group. Each group should get a copy of
the fishbone diagram.

•

Encourage participants to use the sticky notes they grouped in Activity
1 to think about the causes. They should ask, “Why does this
happen?” for each cause as they fill out the fishbone diagram until they
get to a root cause. A good rule of thumb is five “why” questions, but
that’s not a hard-and-fast rule. Each group should focus only on the
causes of their particular subproblem.

•

Remind participants to focus on causes and not solutions.

Step 2: Present the root causes.

REL Midwest

•

Have each group present its root causes to the larger group. Ask the
larger group if it has anything to add. Make revisions as needed.

•

As participants read out their fishbone diagram, add to the larger
fishbone diagram that is projected on the wall so participants can see
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Agenda Item

Description

Slides

Materials

how they are building the whole diagram together. Another option is to
have groups that finish early do this while they are waiting for others.
Lunch
(45 minutes)

REL Midwest
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Section 4—Theory of Action
Purpose
This section provides a set of sample activities that a facilitator can use to engage the group in
developing a theory of action focused on the identified problem of practice and write a
measurable aim statement to guide the work of the NIC.
•

Activity 3 guides participants in the development of a theory of action.

•

Activity 4 engages participants in identifying specific and measurable goals grounded in
the theory of action.

Materials
•

Slide Deck: Slides 33–50

•

Completed Fishbone Diagram

•

Handout: Theory of Action (Appendix F)

•

Chart Paper

•

Markers

Annotated Agenda
Table 5. Section 4: Theory of Action
Agenda Item

Description

Slides

Materials

Review Root
Cause Analysis
(5 minutes)

Root Cause Analysis

33–35

Completed
Fishbone Diagram

Activity 3 –
Develop Theory
of Action
(75 minutes)

Goal: Develop a working theory of action that can be used to guide the
36–46
work of the NIC for the remainder of the year that specifies inputs, outputs,
and outcomes.
Strategy: Develop a logic model using the Knowlton and Phillips (2012)
framework, which works from outcomes to outputs to inputs.
An important step in the continuous improvement process is developing a
working theory of practice improvement. Although you cannot address each
of the root problems that emerged from the root cause analysis, you can
identify “a small but powerful set of drivers or key levers for improvement”
(Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu., 2015).

REL Midwest

•

Review problem statement developed in Activity 1.

•

Review the fishbone diagram developed in Activity 2. Ask participants
for final comments, reflections, or questions about the diagram before
moving on to Activity 3.
Theory of Action
Handout
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Agenda Item

Description

Slides

Materials

Developing a theory of action involves the following:
•

Identifying the outcomes that one or more strategies are intended to
generate.

•

Describing the series of outputs (or changes) that should show
progress toward impact.

•

Naming all of the activities needed to generate the outcomes (for each
strategy).

•

Defining the inputs that link directly to the activities.

Step 1. Focus on Outcomes
•

•

•

REL Midwest

Work as whole group to answer the following questions.
–

Who are the program targets? Who will implement the changes
suggested? Who will the changes ultimately affect?

–

What is the desired change?

–

What is the action that will achieve the stated goal?

–

What is the timeline for completion?

Who is the
target?

What is the
desired change In what
(action verb)? (outcome)?

By when?

For example,
teachers

For example,
increase

For example,
March 2016

For example,
formative data
use skills

Are the program targets, hypotheses, desired outcomes, and timeline
SMART?
–

Specific?

–

Measurable?

–

Action oriented?

–

Realistic?

–

Timed?

After the group has come to a consensus, fill in the outcomes and
targets in the theory of action template.
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Agenda Item

Description

Slides

Materials

Step 2: Relate Activities to Outputs
•

Use the change ideas to develop a series of If/Then statements that
begin to connect activities to outputs. The statements will be captured
on-screen for participants to see. For example:
–

IF we develop a series of college readiness workshops for parents,
THEN we can recruit parents to participate in the workshops.

–

IF we invite parents to participate in the workshops, THEN parents
attend the workshops.

–

IF parents attend workshops, THEN parents better understand the
timelines and demands of the college application process.

–

IF parents better understand the timelines and demands of the
college application process, THEN parents help their students with
the application process.

–

IF parents help their students with the application process, THEN
students meet financial aid and college application deadlines.

•

Make sure the If/Then statements connect directly to the outcomes
specified in Step 1 and are short and actionable.

•

Using these If/Then statements, fill in the theory of action template with
activities and outputs that relate to the outcomes specified in Step 1.

Step 3: Focus on Inputs
•

As a group, discuss what inputs are required in order for the activities
to take place.

•

The group should consider the following questions:

•

–

What resources are readily available?

–

What additional resources or supports are needed?

–

Is access to these resources or inputs realistic?

The facilitator will enter the discussed inputs into the theory of action
template on-screen.

Step 4: Review the Theory of Action
As a large group, discuss whether the theory of action that the group has
developed:

Break
(15 minutes)

REL Midwest

•

Addresses the primary drivers and measurable aim specified in Activity 1

•

Includes activities that are feasible for the NIC to implement

•

Includes program outputs and outcomes that are measurable
47

9

Continuous Improvement Through NICs: Facilitator’s Guide

Agenda Item

Description

Activity 4 –
Step 1: Identify a Measurable Improvement Aim (30 minutes)
Write
• As a group, review the problem statement, the fishbone diagram
Measurable Aim
outlining root causes, and the theory of action developed in Activity 3.
Statement
• In small groups, write out measurable aim statements. The aim
(60 minutes)
statements should include:
–

A preset target population

–

A metric of interest

–

A change in a numerical value on the metric of interest

–

A timeline on which the change should occur

Slides

Materials

48–50

Chart Paper
Markers

For example: To increase from 5% to 50% the number of students who
achieve college math credit within 1 year of continuous enrollment.
•

Present your aim(s) to the larger group. Discuss the pros and cons of
each. Come to a consensus on the aim statement the group would like
to use to drive its work.

Step 2: Anticipate Unintended Consequences
•

As a group, ensure that the theory of action supports the measurable
aim statement. Make changes as needed.

•

Discuss challenges that may result at the classroom, school, district,
intermediate school district, and state levels. Keep track of these on
chart paper, with potential solutions or buffers against these challenges
in the right-hand column.
Classroom-Level Challenges
Challenge

Potential Solution(s)

School-Level Challenges
Challenge

Potential Solution(s)

District-Level Challenges
Challenge

Potential Solution(s)

Education Service Agency-Level Challenges
Challenge

Potential Solution(s)

State-Level Challenges
Challenge

REL Midwest

Potential Solution(s)
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Section 5—Next Steps and Adjourn
Purpose
This section provides a preview of the next activities in the continuous improvement process
and shares additional resources related to the topics covered in this module.

Materials
•

Slide Deck: Slides 51–57

Annotated Agenda
Table 6. Section 5: Next Steps and Adjourn
Agenda Item

Description

Slides

Next Steps
(15 minutes)

Debrief Session and Share Additional Resources

51–57

•

Materials

Ask participants to share reflections from the conversations during
the activities.

Preview Next Session
•

Using the theory of action and measurable aims developed in this
session, the NIC will next turn its attention to defining outcome
measures and developing formative metrics to ensure it can achieve
the goals specified during today’s session.

•

In anticipation of the next meeting, consider the following questions:
–

What metrics do you already collect that can be used to track
inputs, outputs, and outcomes in the theory of action?

–

What metrics would you like to use to track inputs, outputs, and
outcomes in the theory of action?

Share IES Resources
•

Share links to IES resources that provide additional information
regarding NICs and logic models.

Provide Contact Information
•

REL Midwest

Add contact information to final slide.
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Appendix A. Sample Agenda (One-Day Meeting)
Agenda
Time

Session

9:00–9:15 a.m.

Welcome and Introductions

9:15–9:30 a.m.

Overview of Networked Improvement Community and Root Cause Analysis

9:30–10:30 a.m.

Activity 1 – Create Focused Problem Statement

10:30–10:45 a.m.

Break

10:45 a.m.–12:15 p.m.

Activity 2 – Conduct Root Cause Analysis

12:15–1:00 p.m.

Lunch

1:00–1:15 p.m.

Review Root Cause Analysis

1:15–2:30 p.m.

Activity 3 – Develop a Theory of Action

2:30–2:45 p.m.

Break

2:45–3:45 p.m.

Activity 4 – Write Measurable Aim Statements

3:45–4:00 p.m.

Next Steps and Adjourn

REL Midwest
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Appendix B. Sample Agenda (Multiple Sessions)
Day 1: Root Cause Analysis Meeting
Agenda
Time

Session

9:00–9:15 a.m.

Welcome and Introductions

9:15–9:30 a.m.

Overview of Networked Improvement Community and Root Cause Analysis

9:30–10:30 a.m.

Activity 1 – Create Focused Problem Statement

10:30–10:45 a.m.

Break

10:45 a.m.–12:15 p.m.

Activity 2 – Conduct Root Cause Analysis

12:15–12:30 p.m.

Next Steps and Adjourn

Day 2: Theory of Action Meeting
Agenda
Time

Session

9:00–9:10 a.m.

Welcome and Introductions

9:10–9:15 a.m.

Review of Root Cause Analysis Meeting

9:15–10:30 a.m.

Activity 1 – Develop a Theory of Action

10:30–10:45 a.m.

Break

10:45–11:45 a.m.

Activity 2 – Write Measurable Aim Statements

11:45 a.m.–12:00 p.m.

Next Steps and Adjourn

REL Midwest
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Appendix C. REL Midwest Summary

REL Midwest
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Appendix D. Networked Improvement Communities
in Action

REL Midwest
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REL Midwest
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Appendix E. Fishbone Diagram

REL Midwest
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Appendix F. Theory of Action
Program Inputs

Program Activities

Program Outputs

Outcomes

What are the resources, personnel, and
objectives that will lead to the outputs and
outcomes?

How will these resources, personnel, and
objectives be deployed?

What kinds of consequences will the
activities have? What kinds of processes
are set in motion?

What outcomes are the inputs, activities,
and outputs designed to yield?

REL Midwest
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Program Targets: Describe who will be served by the program and how these individuals will be recruited.

Program Goal: List the measurable aim(s) developed here.

REL Midwest
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