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Building a Problem Statement for Review 
Theories of Educational Psychology 

EPSY 501, Fall, 2016 
 
When crafting any proposal and/or introducing a research study, the problem statement is perhaps the 
most important step for communicating what you want to do and why your project is important.  To 
help students prepare for their written preliminary examination and/or to begin the process of 
designing a grant or dissertation proposal, I ask my advisees to craft a strong problem statement that 
they can then use as a guide, touchstone, or starting place as they move forward on their research.  This 
statement involves the following and can often be directly added to a literature review paper, if crafted 
well. 
 

1. Opening paragraph 
a. All problem statements involve some tension or source of confusion that might be 

addressed in a research project.  The first sentence of an opening paragraph leads readers 
from their world into attending to this tension.  When that is too broad, readers become 
distracted by more possibilities than you want them to consider.  When that sentence is too 
narrow, readers see only a statement of fact or a description of something that is well 
known. 

b. The second and possibly third sentences typically focus on the discrepant positions that 
make up the tension.  These may be alternative views on the same idea, a chain of events or 
ideas that may be extended, or a new area in need of investigation.  Again, it is essential 
that the reader’s attention be directed only to the problem you hope to investigate and not 
to other possible problems. 

c. The final sentence of the first paragraph typically states YOUR position on the problem.  In 
this opening paragraph, your position works as a thesis for the ENTIRE paper.  Therefore, it 
is best when crafted after a paper is written, but in a proposal stage, this should include the 
major dimensions you plan to explore as you address the problem you identify.  These 
dimensions ideally become sections of the paper as you help readers see the scope of your 
problem in greater detail and the evidence that is already available.  Poorly crafted papers 
fail to introduce the problem in a form that readers can follow and instead bury the reader 
in ideas the writer might find interesting, but which ultimately “hide” the nature of the 
research problem to be addressed.  (In addition, the “once upon a time…” logic of narrative 
writing is inappropriate for research reports.  Busy readers will have no understanding of 
why they are being asked to wade through such details.) 

 
2. Justification paragraph 

a. The second paragraph justifies the importance of the problem.  A common mistake is to 
include the justification BEFORE cluing readers into the nature of the problem.  This reflects 
a defensiveness that excludes the reader rather than includes him/her in the conversation.  

b. This paragraph differs in scope depending upon the purpose for writing.  No paper can be 
written for all audiences, so this justification for the project reflects who should ideally find 
the paper worthwhile.  Dissertations, for example, should ideally help to advance theory.  
This paragraph, then may talk about how that might be accomplished.  Grant proposals 
usually have a practical application and should appeal to the benefits to society, local 
communities, and/or the research participants who might benefit from the study.  Note that 
it is easier to follow the logic of any justification AFTER we already know what you hope to 
do with your paper. 
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3. What you plan to do to address the problem. 

a. This third section is where students doing this task in preparation for the dissertation offer a 
clear statement of what they need to know to be able to address the problem they state in 
the first paragraph.  That is, here we usually see a rationale for each of the noted 
dimensions/areas to be studied as part of the problem.  In a proposal for the written exam, I 
ask students to name the steps they will go through, using their concept map as a guide to 
organizing the literature they need to review to be able to design a new study.  

b. Sample methods of designing this section include a focus on the structural features of the 
theory that will guide the work, naming concepts or constructs that will be used to build a 
concept map for the project, and/or broad categories that must be reviewed to be able to 
narrow down a topic into a researchable question.  Note that these focal levels differ 
depending upon students’ levels of experience with the literature and awareness of the 
relative novelty of their identified research problem.   

c. The most sophisticated form of a third paragraph is written similar to a final abstract for a 
research paper.  Reading published review papers, it is possible to see how the abstract 
literally works as an outline for the review.  If you are fully knowledgeable about the 
problem you hope to investigate, it will be possible to craft an outline of your argume nt.  If 
your written examination is simply an exploration of available literature, your journey 
toward completing a dissertation will be much longer, this step can help you define your 
interests well enough to offer a clearer sense of direction as you revi ew available research.   

 
4. Your reading list.  

a. The final aspect of this document moves you away from “dreaming” and directly toward 
action.  Here, using section headings as a guide, you will want to list all the papers that you 
can find which will establish your status as an expert in that particular feature of your 
problem.  You may want to ensure that at least one section focuses on theory and a second 
section focuses on methodology (the study of methods), but the nature of your problem 
should dictate what does/does not belong in that section.  Do you have too many themes 
going on to be able to achieve any sort of research goals?  What does it mean to claim 
expertise in a particular field?  Are you trying to become an expert in too many areas? 

 
The document as a whole can serve as “guiding principles” by which you move forward with your 
research.  That is, when crafted well enough, you should be able to identify whether particular 
papers of interest are or are not relevant for you to be reading at this time.  When you consider 
methodological issues in your third paragraph, you may also be able to prioritize your sources with 
greater accuracy.  In short, this document forces you to stop sitting on top of the fence and join a 
conversation in a way that directs your energy toward gaining expert status.



 

Theories of Educational Psychology   Page 3 of 4 

Common Dilemmas with Problem Statements 
 
Below are a list of some of the many possible ways in which writers avoid stating clearly their 
research problem.  This is designed to serve as a checklist so that you can evaluate your own work 
with greater clarity. 
 
1. Are you “burying the lead” by distracting the reader with ideas that you do not plan to develop 

in the paper as a whole? 

2. Are you “hiding” your own plan by dropping names of other researchers rather than stating 
clearly the ideas that readers will need to understand your research problem? 

3. Have you clearly stated YOUR main thesis in the final sentence of the opening paragraph or are 
you still letting other scholars do all the talking? 

4. In what way are you adding details that readers do not need to think about to be able to 
understand your problem? 

5. Have you genuinely found a problem in need of a solution or are you simply listing opinions that 
you would like to see verified with data? 

6. In what way are you speaking so broadly that your data cannot address the issues you raised in 
your opening? 

7. In what way are you considering the target audience for your writing?  Is this a grant proposal 
where your reader will want to know what their money will buy?  Is this a thesis proposal where 
you are planning to conduct a new study that helps to advance theory?  Is this a practical paper 
where you are hoping to help readers learn how to do something? 

8. In what ways are you respecting your reader’s general knowledge without excluding him/her 
from your writing by relying on jargon?  (Remember that an ideal opening paragraph invites 
further readership and should be as jargon-free as possible.) 

9. How have you avoided all adjectives in the opening?  Have you described behaviors that you 
might use as indicators of the judgment you want to make?  (e.g., Have you defined what you 
mean by “good” or “beneficial” in behavioral terms rather than rely on your general judgment 
to do all the work?) 

10. Have you clarified where your full document will go well enough to explain why your thesis 
statement is important in the second paragraph of the paper?  (e.g. , I will generate x type of 
knowledge in the first paragraph.  X type of knowledge is important to (what audience) 
because…belongs after we know what the paper will be about.) 

11. Are you respecting the fact that your readers do not already know what you want to say? 
References to “these” “those” “this research” “researchers believe” are all avoidance 
techniques in writing—avoiding being clear and descriptive about what your paper will be 
about.  Imagine that you are watching a conversation between two people —would you be 
welcomed if they referred only to the “inner speech” that is assumed in the conversation?  Next, 
move to a stranger and try to include that person in the conversation—would they be able to 
fully understand what you are trying to say?  How can you completely replace “empty words” 
with descriptive terms? 
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12. Are you using lists to avoid taking a stand or position in your work?  (“The more the smarter” is a 
myth in writing.  No list can be comprehensive and you are likely only to be distracting your 
readers with such a list.) 

13. On a substantive front, is your research problem as fully informed as it could be?  Have you 
identified a gap in the literature that you might fill with your project or are you simply speaking 
in platitudes (ideas everyone already takes for granted)? 

14. Can you find a way to break down your problem statement into literatures that need to be 
mastered to be able to address the problem?  Do you have too many literature bases to be 
addressed embedded in a single problem statement? 

15. Are you stuck at the topical level?  That is, are you simply stringing together a list of topics that 
might be investigated?  How can you dig more deeply into the field?  Some places to start 
include finding a population of interest, finding one or at most two variables to study in depth, 
find a context of interest, and ask yourself if you are truly doing psychological research or if you 
are avoiding the field. 


