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The Problem Tree

e used the classic popular education tool, the 
"problem tree" originally developed by Brazilian 
educator Paulo Freire as a participatory research 
mapping method.  In addition, we also created a 
complementary mapping method, "Deconstructing 
the Problem Tree."  Here we share our experience 
with these methods because the content is part of 
our research findings, the theory behind them is 
cutting edge and we hope you add them to your 
research or activist toolbox. 

The tree is a metaphor to depict and identify 
how and from where a problem grows.  We 
constructed the Tree with about 20 current or 
former NYC public school students who 
investigated the problem: "The Current School 
System Isn't Working."

We began by crafting the leaves, which represent  
the visible symptoms or everyday ways we 
know that a bigger problem exists.  Participants 
wrote occurrences that they've witnessed on 
sticky notes to add to the Tree.  For clarity sake 
we later grouped similar themed leaves together.  
(See content of the Tree on the accompanying 
image, the YRNES Problem Tree.)

Next, we collectively brainstormed the trunk, 
which consists of the attitudes, goals and policies 
that set up the leaves and perpetuate and enlarge 
the problem. 

Lastly, we named the roots, the underground 
current, systems and ideologies or deeply held 
beliefs and values that lead to the trunk contents 
and keep the whole problem (tree) anchored as a 
long-term fixture of the environment.

Our Problem Tree was very helpful in mapping 
the relationships of everyday occurrences, 
attitudes, and systems involved in the problem 
that our current school system isn't working, but 
not helpful in plotting a course of research or 
action.  For example, do I need to fix capitalism 
to get my lunch-room cleaned up and for my 
teacher to stop humiliating me?  Most education 
policy only addresses the leaves or every-day 
urgencies, and forgets about the roots, which is a 
band-aid approach.  However, if we only try to 
address the roots without alleviating some of the 
everyday urgencies, those everyday urgencies 
will continue to hold us back from securing 
genuine reform.  The Problem Tree helped us see 
what we wanted to look for, but was too linear to 
be helpful in figuring out how we would 
approach our research and plan our action 
toward a new education system. 

What image would more accurately model our 
theory of change?  How could we design a 
project that will fulfill our desire for research and 
action that addresses the roots, trunk and leaves 
of a problem?  How can we choose to focus on an 

issue area without losing sight of the intercon-
nectedness of reality?  We needed to deconstruct 
the problem tree, and did so using the content 
from the problem tree, rearranged by linking 
most closely associated leaf themes, trunk parts 
and roots, forming connected chains. (See 
accompanying graphic, The YRNES Map.) 

We were able to clearly see several possible, 
connected rings of inquiry/issues around which 
we could choose to do our research and action. 
We then narrowed it down to the two areas in 
which we were most interested and had the 
capacity to do. 

The first inquiry circle we constructed included: 
•  The foggy purpose of schooling;
•  Competition for things we have rights to; 
•  Administration and school rules. 

Our second inquiry circle is composed of: 
•  Problems with top-down power/knowledge; 
•  External (mayoral, police) control of what

  goes on in the school; 
•  Communication and access.
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True or false?

_____  The original reason for the school day being so long was to keep young people out of the workforce and keep them off the streets during the day.

_____   In 2006 the “drop out” /push out rate was 43%

_____   You have the right to attend school until the age of 21.

_____    You cannot be kicked out, expelled, suspended, or excluded from school due to poor behavior or cutting class without a full hearing and chance 

to get instruction, school work and tests during the period of suspension.

_____  If you leave school before turning 21, you give up your right to return to school.

_____   If you have a disability you cannot be discharged from school without your parent’s permission and other notices.  

_____   Schools can transfer you to a GED program or other school without your or your parent’s permission.

_____   The population in prison has quadrupled since 1980

_____   Although African-Americans make up 12% of the population,  African-Americans make up 44% of the population of those incarcerated.

_____  In the US, the richest 1% own 38% of the wealth, and the richest 5% own half of the wealth.

_____   The US is one of only two countries that have not ratified the convention on the rights of the child             

The True / False

         Test 

Answers to True / False:  T,  T,  T,  T,  F,  T,  F,  T,  T,  T,  T 



Independent Commission on Public Education
P.O. Box 582  •  Brooklyn, NY  11215 
(718) 499-3756  •  www.icope.org  • email: icope.info@verizon.net

The Independent Commission on Public Education (iCOPE), is a volunteer 
citywide collective of parents, students, educators and activists, and 
founding organization of the Education is a Human Right Campaign.  
Over the past two years, iCOPE has developed an alternative human rights 
based vision of public education for NYC.   iCOPE believes that system 
transformation based on human rights principles, not merely a change in 
governance, is needed to create schools that meet the needs of every child 
and place greater power in the hands of parents, students, teachers and 
school communities. 

Human rights represent a legal framework, political vision, and global 
strategy for ensuring the equality and dignity of every human being, as well 
as a culture shift in attitudes and practices.  Bringing a human rights culture 
to New York City schools would mean the creation of safe and nurturing 
environments for children that help fully develop their capabilities.  The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and other human rights documents 
guarantee the rights to quality education, dignity and safety for every child, 
an equitable distribution of resources, freedom from discrimination, and 
meaningful participation for parents, students and communities.  iCOPE 
contends that the New York City public education system currently and 
historically has failed to meet these human rights standards.  Further, the 
causes of these persistent failures are systemic and can only be addressed if 
acknowledged and then tackled collaboratively by those with the political 
will and courage to made the systemic changes needed for education in the 
21st century.

National Center on Schools and Communities
33 West 60th Street, 2nd Floor  •  New York, NY  10023
(212) 636-6699  •  www.ncscatfordham.org  •  email: beam@fordham.edu
 
The National Center for Schools and Communities (NCSC) is a policy 
advocacy initiative focused on equity issues related to the access of children 
and youth to high quality public education regardless of their race, income, 
or language.  Sponsored by the Fordham University Graduate Schools of 
Social Service and Education, NCSC provides data and policy analysis and 
other strategic assistance to community-led struggles to improve public 
schools and youth services.  The Center is an active contributor to the 
citywide debates around mayoral control of the schools and possibilities for 
a human rights-based education system.  In that role, NCSC has supported 
the work of the Independent Commission on Public Education; with iCOPE, 
convened Task Force 2009 to explore the potential for such a system; and 
provided technical and logistical assistance to the participatory action 
research of the Youth Researchers for a New Education System (YRNES).   

Collective of Researchers on Educational Disappointment and Desire
email: credd06@gmail.com

The Collective of Researchers on Educational Disappointment and Desire 
(CREDD) is a New York based youth research collective that came together 
in February 2006 to do participatory action research on the policies and 
practices in New York City public schools that push out students before 
they earn a high school diploma.  Their project, titled the Gate-ways and 
Get-aways Project, also explored youths’ valuing of the GED in relationship 
to available routes to graduation.  CREDD researchers facilitated the project 
design process for the YRNES project and provided YRNES researchers 
with training in instrument design, data collection, and analysis.  

CONTRIBUTING ORGANIZATIONS
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For additonal information about Youth Researchers for a New Education System, contact:
Independent Commission on Public Education (iCOPE)
Box 582  •  Brooklyn, New York 11215  •  (718) 499-3756  •  www.icope.org


