 gathering relevant information;

 framing the problem.

Useful tools in clarifying a problem

As discussed in the Overview of Framework section, developing student capacity for thoughtful
social action involves teaching the tools required for each task. A number of the tools involved in
clarifying the problem are listed in the following chart. Not every tool will be relevant given the
nature of the project, student abilities and time available. The basic tools are shown in regular
font, extensions are listed in italics. Sample assessment rubrics for these tools are found in
Assessing clarity of the problem (Blackline Master #13A-B). You will want to adapt these
rubrics to fit your needs. When introducing the task, share with students the tools they will learn
and the criteria upon which they will be assessed.

Clarify the problem

An initial (and often ongoing) task in an action project is to assist students in clearly defining the
problem they will address. The challenge here involves guiding students in three areas:

» recognizing the complexity of the issues;

What do students need to know
in order to clarify the problem?

Background
knowledge

Criteria
for judgment

By what criteria
would students judge
successful
clarification of the
problem?

Critical thinking
vocabulary

What concepts would
help students clarify
the problem?

Thinking
strategies

What strategies might assist
students in clarifying the
problem?

Habits of mind

What attitudes or
values will assist
students in clarifying
the problem?

WHAT: What is the problem to
be solved? How is it related to
other problems?

WHO: Who are the principal
parties or stakeholders? What
other parties are less directly
involved or affected?

WHERE: Where is the problem
located? Is it localized or an
instance of a more broadly
based problem?

WHEN: When does it arise? Is
it a long-term, recurring
problem?

WHY: Why is this situation a
problem? What undesirable
conditions or competing
interests make the situation in
need of resolution?

HOW: How did the problem
come about? What are its
interdependent causes or
contributing factors?

CLEAR: Is the
problem stated in
such a way that
everyone
understands?

SPECIFIC: Does the
clarification
sufficiently narrow
the problem?

INCLUSIVE: Does
the statement of the
problem adequately
reflect a range of
perspectives?

COMPLEX: Does the
clarification reflect
the complexity and
interconnections of
the problem?

PROBLEM: An
obstacle, difficulty or
shortcoming that
invites resolution.

STAKEHOLDER:
The individuals and
groups whose
interests are affected
by the situation.

INTERESTS: A
group’s values, rights
and wellbeing that
may be affected by
the problem or will be
affected if action is
taken.

SYMPTOM vs.
CAUSE or
CONTRIBUTING
FACTOR: The
distinction between
the manifestations
and the sources of a
problem.

INFORMATION NEEDS: Uses
a chart to identify what is known
and needs to be known about the
topic.

SW+H. Uses a checklist of key
questions to ask: What? Who?
Where? When? Why? and How?

GRAPHIC ORGANIZER: Uses
a visual representation of ideas
and their relationships.

CAUSAL LINKS: Graphically
plots the interrelation of
contributing factors to an event
or condition.

ROLE-PLAY: Enacts the
problem from the perspectives
of key stakeholders.

INTERESTS INVENTORY:
Lists the affected interests
(potential and actual) of each
stakeholder.

TOLERANCE FOR
AMBIGUITY: A
willingness to accept
uncertain or tentative
answers.

INQUIRING
ATTITUDE: A
curiosity to explore
different perspectives
and new information.
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Identify
information needs

Gather information Blackline Masters #6-8

Students cannot think critically about a problem—an obstacle, difficulty or
deficiency—when they know little about it. Acquiring adequate information @

is necessary for clarifying and defining the problem. Students may benefit know?dg e of
from help in identifying what information is needed, and where and how it the problem
may be secured.

»  Help students compile what they know about the issue and identify (
what they need to find out. Two strategies to
achieve this are listed below: -

information

e Information needs. An initial needs chart
step in gathering information
is to consider what is known
and what more needs to be
known. Invite the class to
work up a simple chart
such as the one found
on Information needs

(Blackline Master #6).

o SW+H strategy. Another approach is to ask the six basic journalis-

tic questions: What? Who? When? Where? Why? and How? Inves-

tigating the problem (Blackline Master #7) allows students to work z

individually or in pairs on this task. If students need practice with

this strategy, select a case study

or an example of your own; ask SW+H strategy
students to read the case or
example, answer what they
know about the six questions,
and consider what more they
need to know. Debrief the
practice example before
asking students to apply
the strategy to the prob-
lem at hand.

Active Citizenship




Locate suitable
sources

Conduct
field research

>

Because the needed information may not be available from sources
that students traditionally consult, review with students an expanded
array of sources for locating needed information:

+ Sharing opinions, relating personal anecdotes and collecting news-
paper clippings regarding the problem can be a place to start.

» Searching the web or using survey questionnaires and interviews
are more formal research methods.

Depending on the information required, conducting interviews or
surveys may be useful in learning more about the problem. In teaching
students how to develop effective interview or survey questionnaires,
one or more of the following activities may be helpful:

o Share sample questionnaires. Show students
relevant examples of questionnaires as a
way of helping them develop probing ques-
tions. For example, Information survey
(Blackline Master #8) contains questions
developed by grade 9 English students
in their attempt to find out about the
stereotypes that seniors have of teen-
agers and how these stereotypes arose.

e Teach how to frame effective ques-
tions. When researching the opin-
ions of a sample of people, stu-
dents will need to generate prob-
ing questions that are effective
at getting to the root of an issue.
The following strategies may
assist students in learning how
to do this:

o Provide a few exam-
ples of flawed questions (e.g.,
Why do you act so dumb? Do you have a
problem?). Invite students to critique these questions
and in the process develop criteria for a probing
question. Post a list of relevant criteria such as the
following:

- is clearly worded

- is open-ended (as opposed to closed-ended)

- is respectful of the person responding

- makes no accusations or unfounded assumptions
- seeks specific information.

o Invite each student to generate two questions to ask
about the problem. Remind them to think of ques-
tions that meet the criteria for effective questions.

o Arrange small groups to share and evaluate their
questions. Students revise their questions to better
satisfy the criteria.
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o Each group copies on an overhead their recommended
set of questions. (Limit to 4 or 5 the number of
questions each group submits for review by the en-
tire class.) Consider each group’s questions in light
of the criteria. Record on the board the emerging list
of recommended questions.

o Working in small groups, ask students to rank the
questions according to effectiveness in serving the
purpose of the questionnaire. As a class, decide on a
suitable number of questions, perhaps between 6 to
10 questions in total.

o Create a rough draft of the questionnaire and distrib-
ute it for final review by students. Add or delete
questions as students see fit and prepare the final
copy of the questionnaire.

Recognize complexity Blackline Masters #9-11

A danger when defining a problem is to oversimplify it. Throughout, as
students gather information about the problem and attempt to define it,

assist them in recognizing the complexity of the problem. When encourag- inquiring
ing students to question their assumptions about the problem, do not induce attitude
so much dissonance among students that the project becomes a threat. We

discuss three interrelated approaches to “problematizing” the problem:

» explore varying perspectives on the problem;
» search for multiple contributing factors;

« reinforce idea of complexity.

Explore varying perspectives

Below are several possibilities for involving student in exploring varying
perspectives on the problem.

stakeholder interests A stakeholder is a group or a person whose interests—values, rights or
wellbeing—are affected by a situation. With younger children substi-
tute a simpler expression for stakeholders, such as “individuals or
groups who may be affected by the problem;” interests may be ex-
plained as “the values or feelings affected by an action or situation.”
Provide simple examples of interests and stakeholders. For example,
discuss who is affected when students bring home report cards with
poor grades. The students, of course, but their parents and others (such
as tutors, siblings or grandparents) who worked with them and care
about them. More broadly, stakeholders include teachers whose suc-
cess is partially reflected in student grades. Then ask students to
explain the idea of stakeholder interests; for example, besides an
emotional interest in their child, a parent may have a financial interest
if a student’s poor grades require expensive tutoring. Students’ inter-
ests may include self-esteem and lost incentives and opportunities.

Introduce idea of »  The concepts of “stakeholder” and “interests” may be new to students.

stakeholder and
interests

’}?p?
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Adopt stakeholder »  Explore perspectives through role-play, by assigning students to as-
perspectives sume different stakeholder groups involved in a hypothetical scenario \\

or in the identified problem. If relevant, ask students to enact the

problem, highlighting the thoughts and actions specific to the desig-

nated group. This may be effective with students (including younger

students) who have difficulty with the abstract nature of identifying

interests and perspectives that are foreign to their own. Older students

role play

may be asked simply to anticipate the interests that will likely be
affected.

and interests identify stakeholders and their interests; students may need to conduct
inventory some research to complete this activity. If they
need practice with these concepts, identify a
familiar incident that reflects a problem in
the school, and ask them to help you com-

Develop stakeholder »  Ask students to use Interests inventory (Blackline Master #9) to

interests
inventory

plete this chart on the overhead or
chalkboard: once the stakeholders are iden-
tified, explore their specific interests that
may be affected by the problem. Or, if
relevant, have them work in pairs to
develop inventories of the key
stakeholder interests in one of the case
studies provided in this resource.

Search for multiple contributing causes

Another approach to problematizing a problem is to focus on the factors
contributing to the situation. Encourage students to look beneath surface
appearances for underlying causes. Ask of each event or condition “what
factors or actions contributed to its occurrence?” Below are different sug-
gestions for inviting students to think about the many “hows” of a situation.

Introduce cause » Review (if necessary with younger students) the concepts of cause
and effect and effect and symptom vs. cause through the use of examples (e.g., \‘

the causes of good grades).
cause and effect

P —r e R .
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Categorize types
of causes

Identify causal
linkages

>

Ask students to brainstorm possible causes and
then categorize these into different clusters ",f"‘
(e.g., economic, political, personal, physi- |
cal). Thoughtful categorization helps to |
present findings in a coherent manner rather |
than in a random listing. If students need //
coaching in developing categories, choose /
an incident from the school environment |
(such as “bullying™), have them iden- / T
tify causes, and then organize these
causes into three or four categories
(e.g., peer influences, school condi-
tions, personal factors). Categoriz-
ing the causes (Blackline Master
#10) provides a graphic organizer
for generating and categorizing
causes.

For any incident, a cluster of interdependent contributing factors (e.g.,
events, conditions, actions) can directly or indirectly influence the
outcome. Organize students in pairs to create a

Encourage students to look for the interconnections among causes.

causal links

causal links diagram for one of the case studies
or for the problem they have identified. Stu-
dents may use Causal links (Blackline Master

#11) to help visualize the causal connections @
and determine which causes are closer to the | \
incident. If students need help creating the |

visual representation, walk the class though
the following incident:

A child on a bicycle is struck on a
narrow roadway by a car during a //‘/
hailstorm on a dark winter day. (If /
desired, expand upon the details). :
Build the causal links (on an over-
head of Blackline Master #11) or
the board by asking students to
identify a few contributing fac-
tors. Start with the final event
(e.g., the child is injured) and
identify the factors that contributed most
directly and immediately to it, then trace back to the
contributing indirect factors. Once the obvious factors are plot-
ted, brainstorm suggestions for less obvious possibilities. Draw
lines illustrating the relationships among different causes. Close
the activity by discussing the factors that contributed most to the
final event.
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Ask ‘problematizing’
questions

Generate problem
statements

Reinforce idea of complexity

Clarifying a problem may create some ambiguity and confusion for stu-
dents. Yet it is through ongoing reminders that problems contain layers of
complexity and that any answer to a problem depends on the context, that
students develop the dispositions necessary to approach a problem thought-
fully. Some tolerance for ambiguity is a necessary condition. Tolerance is
learned as students come to see complexity even in a seemingly straightfor-
ward problem, and accept that there may be no one “right answer.”

quently ask ‘problematizing’ questions (e.g., “Whatif ... ? or How do
we know thatitisn’t. .. ? Would another group see it the same way?”’)

o > tolerance for
that invite doubts about students’ conclusions. ambiguity

State the problem Blackline Master #12

After students have explored some of the complexities, help them develop a
summary statement of the problem that will inform subsequent tasks in the
project. You may want to guide students through a three-step process of
generating, critiquing and consolidating the problem statement.

»  Without overreaching students’ capacity to accept uncertainty, fre-

»  Explain that a key element in problem solving is gaining common
understanding of what the problem will be taken to be. Divide the m
class into groups of four or five and ask each group to use Stating the criteria for
problem (Blackline Master #12) to draft a sum- problem

. tat t
mary problem statement. What exactly is the /. statemen

problem—obstacle, difficulty or shortcom-
ing—that needs to be resolved? Before doing
so, explore with the class the criteria for an
effective problem statement. For example,

a summary statement of the problem may
be judged by the degree to which it is:

e clear: Is the statement clear to all
members of the class? Would the
stakeholders understand it?

Specife
dentify .

ic: p,
Oes ¢
W ke he st,
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e specific: Does the statement iden-
tify some key factor(s) to work
on?

of.
“ehorge,

» inclusive: Does it reflect (or is it
sensitive to) the perspectives of
stakeholders?

e complex: Is the statement sen-
sitive to the multiple interconnected
causes?

-
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Critique
statements

Consolidate
statements

»  Compile the problem statements on the board, and ask students to
consider the merits of each statement in light of the criteria.

»  With the class, consolidate the various proposals into one summary
statement that students accept as defining the problem. (If the class is
working on several problems, each group would provide its own
problem statement.) Help students recognize that any definition of a
problem is provisional and will be constrained by factors such as
limited information, cultural bias and lack of resources. Teacher tone
is all-important in encouraging acceptance of ambiguity, and an atti-
tude of caution about arriving at positions of certainty.

Evaluation Blackline Master #13

Depending on the assessment options selected, use aspects or adaptations of
Assessing clarity of the problem

(Blackline Master #13) to provide
students with feedback on their mas-
tery of the tools involved in clari-
fying a problem. In addition,
Blackline Masters #25 and #26
may be useful for student assess-
ments of their group interac-

tions. Encourage students to as-
sume some responsibility for
evaluating their learning by
identifying or modifying cri-
teria and by assessing their
work or that of their peers.
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Blackline Master #6

Name:

Information we have

Information needs

Information that might be useful

Questions to explore

The Critical Thinking Consortium
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Blackline Master #7

Name:

Investigating the problem

What we know

Information to find out

WHO? Who are
the key
individuals and
groups?

WHAT? What is
the problem to
be solved?

WHERE? Where
does the
problem occur?

WHEN? When
does it occur?

WHY? Why is
this situation a
problem?
(interests)

HOW? How did
the problem
come about?
(causes)

The Critical Thinking Consortium
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Blackline Master #8

Information survey

The students of Ms. Shea’s English 9 class are studying a novel that deals with the relationship
between two teenagers and an older man. They have put together the following survey in the hope
of gaining a better understanding of how they are perceived by seniors in their community and what
they do to promote these perceptions.

Please answer each question as fully as possible. Be honest!

1.

10.

11.

How do you feel when other people criticize teenagers? Do you tend to join in or defend the
teens? Why?

What is the first thought that comes into your mind when you see a group of teenagers?
What makes you think this?

What do you think teens should do to be seen in a better light in the eyes of the community?

What would you like to know about teenagers and their lifestyle?

What do you think about teenagers’ appearances? (dress, hair styles, etc.)

Do you think that you have ever prejudged teenagers based on stereotypes? Explain your
reasoning.

Explain how you feel about the actions of teenagers in general. How do these actions affect
you?

Why do you think some people have a negative attitude towards teens today?

How is a teenager today different from when you were a teenager?

What would you change about teenagers today if you had the power to do so?

If a rock hit your window and broke it and you looked outside and saw a neatly dressed teen
and a teen wearing baggy clothes, who would you be more likely to suspect and why?

Example of a questionnaire prepared by Nancy Shea’s grade 9 English class at Southern Okanagan Secondary in Oliver, British Columbia.
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Name: Blackline Master #9

Interests inventory

Who is likely to be affected What specific interests are involved?

f}?p?
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Name: Blackline Master #10

Categorizing causes

List the causes of the problem:

Cluster related causes on the lines, and label the category of causes in the boxes.

Type of cause Type of cause

v

The problem

Type of cause Type of cause

) *
}E e
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Name: Blackline Master #11

Causal links

What are the contributing factors, and how are they linked?

Indirect influences

Direct influences

f}?p?
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Name: Blackline Master #12

Stating the problem

Describe the obstacle, difficulty or shortcoming that we should take action on.

Review your statement of the problem in light of the following criteria.

Criteria Comments

Clear: Is the statement of the
problem clear to all members
of the class? Would the
stakeholders understand it?

Specific: Does the statement
identify key factor(s) to work
on?

Inclusive: Does it reflect (or
is it sensitive to) the
perspectives of stakeholders?

Complex: Is the statement
based on consideration of
multiple interconnected
causes?

Other criterion:

) »
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Blackline Master #13

Name

Assessing clarity of the problem

Modify and augment the following rubric to assess each individual’s (or group’s) mastery of the tools involved in clarifying a problem.

Under developed
1

Competent
3

Well developed
5

Background knowledge

Knows who the
principal stakeholders are
and why it is a problem

Shows no understanding of the people
who may be affected by the problem
and the interests that are at stake.

Identifies some of the principal stake-
holders and their main interests, but
misses other relevant persons and
key interests.

Identifies a full range of stakeholders and
the spectrum of interests at stake.

Knows where and when
the problem occurs

Shows no understanding where and
when the problem occurs.

Has a basic understanding of where and
when the problem occurs.

Clearly grasps the details and scope of
where and when the problem occurs.

Knows how the problem
came about

Shows little or no understanding of the
causes of the problem.

Identifies some of the main causes, but
misses other indirect causes and has a
limited appreciation of the inter-
dependent nature of these factors.

Identifies a full range of direct and
indirect causes and clearly grasps the
extensive, interrelated nature of these
factors.

Criteria for judgment

Effectively articulates
the problem

Problem statement is confusing, vague,
viewed from a narrow perspective and
too simplistic.

Problem statement is generally clear and
focused, and shows some sensitivity to
differing perspectives and complexities.

Problem statement is very clear and
focused, and reflects a diversity of
perspectives and complexities.

Critical thinking
vocabulary

Understands concepts
such as problem, stake-
holder, interests and
cause and effect

Is confused about the relevant concepts
and is unable to offer definitions or
examples of them.

Can vaguely define and offer simple
examples of the relevant concepts.

Can clearly define the concepts in own
words and offer a range of examples
of them.

Thinking strategies

Use of charts and
role play

Does not properly use the relevant
strategies to help in clarifying
the problem.

Properly uses the relevant strategies to
some extent in helping to clarify
the problem.

Uses the relevant strategies very
effectively in clarifying the problem.

Habits of mind

Tolerance for ambiguity
and inquiring attitude

Is impatient with any ambiguity and
resists inquiring into the problem.

Tries to tolerate ambiguity and shows
some willingness to inquire into
the problem.

Is very comfortable with considerable
ambiguity and displays a sincere interest
in probing deeply into the problem.

Comments:
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