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Welcome! 
The Verona Area School District welcomes you to the 16th annual MSAN Student 
Conference. This year’s conference theme is Exploring Deeper Roots.  The purpose 
of this toolkit is to guide you through the action planning process as you work to 
understand and change school practices and structures that keep racial opportunity 
gaps in place while improving the achievement of all students. 
 
Purpose of the Annual MSAN Student Conference: 
During the annual MSAN student conference teams of students from member districts: 

● engage in discussions about barriers students of color face in their schools and 
districts; 

● network with students from across the country to craft solutions and strategies to 
eliminate these barriers; 

● share ideas about how to motivate students to succeed and how their school 
could be made a more meaningful and interesting place; and 

● develop plans of action to implement these strategies for change and report 
these valuable messages to the academic leaders of their schools and districts.  

 
Guiding Questions: 
During the 2015 student conference, you will participate in different activities to guide 
the action planning process and revolve around following subtopics: 
 

Expose the Roots that Cause Racial Inequities 
● What do you see as inequities that exist in your district (generally) and your 

school (specifically)? 
 
Embrace the Roots of Who You Are 

● What are your core beliefs about who you are?  What is your truth? 
● How do you define yourself? 

 
Empower Yourself to Take Action 

● How will you use this experience to empower yourself and your peers to take 
action in achieving equity work for all students in your district? 
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Making Connections:  
Pre-Conference Readings, Root Cause Analysis & Action Planning 
The overarching goal of your work at the MSAN Student Conference is for your district 
team to write an equity action plan, prepare to communicate it to district leaders and 
your local community, and realize the plan and improve the academic and life outcomes 
for every student in your school.  You will now engage in conversations and work to 
draft the Action Plan. 
 
You have already completed the first step of the planning process by completing the 
pre-conference readings.  These texts set the stage for having conversations about 
inequities in your learning environment, developing a positive racial identity and 
disrupting racism, and committing to sustaining equity work in your district and 
community.  Take a few moments to review the connections you made between the 
readings, your local context, and your personal feelings and experiences. 
 
The next step is to analyze your district data to look for patterns.  You will do this 
through a Root Cause Analysis.  During this process, you will make observations about 
the academic, behavior/discipline, perception data and your own experiences as 
members of the school community.  Ask yourselves: 

● What is the data telling us about our students and our school? 
● What are the patterns that we see in the data? 
● How do our own experiences inform the data?   

 
 After you have made observations, the next step will be to generate hypotheses that 
explain the patterns that you see.  The goal of making hypotheses is to get closer to the 
root cause of students’ performance problems.  Some guiding questions for this are: 

● Why are students performing the way they are? (Consider only school level 
factors that the school can control; students and families should not be blamed.) 

● What in our system and practices is causing our students to have these 
challenges? 

 
Once you have analyzed patterns and generated hypotheses, your team will develop 
goals for your Action Plan.  Remember that your goals should be focused and clearly 
stated.  As you work, keep in mind that you will need to build support for your plan from 
other stakeholders in the school and greater community.  The stronger your network of 
support is, the more likely it is that you will be able to sustain your equity work. 
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Root Cause Analysis 
Thursday, October 8, 2015, 9:30-11:30am 

Friday, October 9, 9:30-11:30am 

Directions: In your district team, complete the root cause analysis by filling in sections of the 
tree. There is not a “right” or “wrong” way to complete the tree. For example, you may put a 
concept in more than one section. Where to place it is for you and your group members to 
discuss and decide. Disagreeing is okay as long as it is instructive to the learning process. 
Along these lines, don’t be afraid to let yourself be convinced to complete the diagram in ways 
that challenge your thinking and beliefs. Use the guiding questions below to complete the 
task.  You will be sharing your tree with students from other districts tomorrow. 

Branches (Outcomes) – What are some outcomes of your school practices?    
Fill in the branches with positive and negative outcomes, patterns, etc. that are reflected in 
your school data – behavior/discipline and academic data. You may also include outcomes 
that can’t be quantified such as the behaviors or problems that are common in your school but 
where no data is gathered. Use your data packets and your own experiences to guide your 
analysis.  

Trunk (Climate) – How we feel about what we do?  Fill in the trunk with the positive 
and negative feelings that permeate the school environment. This could include results from 
climate surveys that capture how members of the school community feel at school. It is 
important to include how both students and adults feel at school. 

The Ground (Culture) – What we do (or not do) and espoused values?  Fill in the 
ground with common practices, policies, behaviors, and actions that you can “see” and easily 
know, in other words that are apparent at the school. This includes symbolic behaviors such 
as mission statements and other espoused beliefs. 

Root (Underlying Reasons / Root Causes) – Why we do what we do (unspoken 
beliefs)? List the underlying reasons – the deep-seated issues, constraints, pressures – that 
are the root causes of everything that is above the ground. These are your taken from granted 
assumptions about yourself, the school, students, colleagues, parents, etc. It also includes 
your fears, anxieties, desires, etc. Be sure to include societal and/or policy issues that impact 
the school or your personal being. 
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Action Planning Guidelines 
Friday, October 9 

1:00-4:00pm 

One of the conference goals is to create an Action Plan to implement in your district 
when you return. Use the Action Planning documents in your folders for this work. 
 
Guidelines: 
 

1. Review root cause analysis: Review your root cause analysis and discuss 
current challenges in your district.  Which issues are a priority?  Which are 
actionable?    

 
2. Choose a goal: By consensus, choose a goal for the Action Plan.  While there 

may be many possible areas to address, try to prioritize and ensure that your 
goal is attainable and addresses one of the challenges you uncovered in the 
root-cause analysis.  Complete the first page of the template, outlining the goal, 
rationale, and summary of your project. 

 
3. Create action steps: When you have determined your goal, use the second 

page of the Action Planning documents to create specific action steps.  These 
steps should be detailed and as clear as possible.  Use additional pages if 
necessary. 

 
4. Build support for your plan: Building support for your plan will be essential 

for implementation. Complete page three of the template.  This document will 
help you determine next steps and stakeholders who can help you move your 
work forward. 

 
5. Make a poster: Once you have completed the action planning process, create 

a poster in an easy-to-read layout that highlights the following: 
a. the root cause or challenge you are addressing 
b. the goal of the plan 
c. 2-3 key action steps students will be taking when they return to their 

district 
d. other helpful information for others to know about your Action Plan 

 
6. Choose presenters: Appoint a pair of students to explain the poster to 

students from other schools.  Presentations should last no more than 5 minutes 
with additional time for questions and feedback.   
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Gallery Walk & Reflections 
Friday, October 9 

4:00- 5:30pm 

You will have the opportunity to share your Action Plan, provide feedback, and ask 
questions about the work your peers are doing in other districts.  Two to three 
presenters should stay by your poster while the others participate in the Gallery Walk.  
 
For presenters: 

● Outline the root cause analysis and connect it to the Action Plan. 
● Explain the goal of your plan. 
● Share 2-3 key action steps to achieve your goal. 
● Identify stakeholders who can support you in your work. 
● Ask participants for questions and feedback. 

  
For Gallery Walk participants: 

● Listen actively to the district’s plan. 
● Ask questions about the goals or the process that will be used to achieve them. 
● Consider aspects and ideas from other plans that could enhance your district’s 

Action Plan. 
 
 
Reflections: 
After the Gallery Walk, reconvene as a district team to share what you learned from 
the work of other MSAN scholars.  Review your Action Plan and make any additions 
or edits that you feel would improve or enhance your equity work. 
 
Celebrate your work!  Your leadership and insights can make a difference in your 
school and community. 
 

 
 
 

 


