
Write your problem statement and initial questions

A successful solutionary inquiry to action project depends on a problem that is the right size.
Taking on something too big can lead to frustration. Taking on something too specific can result
in little action or can be easily blocked by others who do not want change -- which can be
equally frustration.

It is helpful to describe the problem factually as it manifests itself in your school or community.

Write a problem statement that states the problem factually in one sentence. Do not make the
common mistake of writing the solution into the problem statement. You need to learn a lot
more before you are ready to determine how you will take action!

After you write your problem statement, you want to write a set of initial questions to guide
your inquiry. If you were a detective or an investigative journalist, what questions would you
need to answer before you would feel you really understood the problem in your school or
community? Writing good questions -- and then trying to find the answers -- will ensure that
you have the information you need to deepen your investigation in Phase 2 of the Solutionary
Framework.

When researching local manifestations of a problem in your school/community, you will need to
think about how to get the answers to your questions. You may need to look at public
documents, contact local or state authorities, interview knowledgeable people, read newspaper
articles, or talk with local agencies.

The idea is that before you engage with a variety of stakeholders to learn more, you have to
have some basic knowledge about the problem's impact so you know the best questions to ask.

You may want to look at the sample problem statements and initial questions in the chart below.
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PHASE I. IDENTIFY

Sample Problem
Statement 

Possible Initial Guiding Questions

There is limited
access to
affordable housing
in my community.

What are the zoning laws in my community? 
What affordable housing exists? 
How is affordable housing defined in my community?
How do people get access to affordable housing? 
Are there plans to build more affordable housing? What types?
Where? 
Who is planning to build this? 
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Problem Statement:

Guiding Questions:

CREATING A PROBLEM STATEMENT 2
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Write your problem statement here. NOTE: It is possible that after you learn more, you will want
to edit your statement of the problem to be more accurate, specific or relevant.

Then, list your guiding questions. You may want to check with others to see if they can suggest
additional lines of inquiry. Be curious!

Some of your questions will be easier than others to answer, of course. Remember that
stakeholders -- those who are helped and those who are harmed by the status quo -- may be
able to offer insights and answers. Try to get a variety of perspectives to ensure that you are
not just reinforcing what you thought was the case and are actively engaging in a true
investigation!

Sample Problem
Statement 

Possible Initial Guiding Questions

Loopholes in
animal cruelty laws
allow for the legal
mistreatment of
farm animals.

What do the laws permit that I consider abuse?
Are there other areas where laws are more restrictive or make
abuse of farm animals illegal?
Who enforces a law?
What happens when a law is broken?

A local factory is
polluting the air
and water in my
town.

What type of pollution is the factory releasing into the air,
ground or water?
What are the environmental laws in your state?
How is pollution defined?
Are there sanctions for polluting? 
What have other similar factories done to prevent pollution of
the air and water?
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