
Josh Shapiro, Governor
Khalid Mumin, Ed.D., Secretary of Education | Valerie A. Arkoosh, M.D., MPH, Secretary  of Human Services

Teaching Social Problem Solving 
to Toddlers and Preschoolers

3/26/2024
Susan Zeiders

Early Intervention Technical Assistance



Josh Shapiro, Governor
Khalid Mumin, Ed.D., Secretary of Education | Valerie A. Arkoosh, M.D., MPH, Secretary  of Human Services

What Does Social Problem Solving in an Early 
Childhood Classroom Look Like to You?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Start off with discussion.  Recruit ideas from the group about what they mean when they talk about social problem solving among young children.  We need a shared understanding of what this looks and sounds like so that we are all talking about the same thing.  What do you expect from 2 year olds?  What do you expect from 5 year olds?  
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Agenda

• Establish Shared Vision of Social Problem Solving
• Foundations for Teaching Social Skills in Daily 

Routines
• Problem Solving Strategies for Children
• Adult Strategies for Teaching Problem Solving
• Free Resources

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We have accomplished the first item on our agenda with our discussion.  Now that we know what we are working for, these are the steps we will take this morning to help us get there.  
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Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL) and the Pyramid Model

4

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are the two primary frameworks from which today’s presentation have been built.  The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) is based in Chicago and has been providing research and resources for social emotional learning in schools for 30 years.  It is one of the key resources upon which Pennsylvania’s Social Emotional Learning standards for schools are built.  The Pyramid model of multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) for social development has been providing research and amazing resources for early childhood settings since 2001.  You will see evidence of both of these systems of support throughout the PA Learning Standards for Early Childhood.  
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Social Problem Solving in PA Early Learning Standards
5

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s look at where social problem solving skills lies within our PA Early Learning Standards Continuum. If we look at standard area 16 Establishing and Maintaining Relationships we can find social problem solving in sub standard D – managing interpersonal conflicts and E- support and asking for help. What can we expect our older toddlers and preschool children to be doing at this age when it comes to social problem solving? First children at this age should be able to communicate that a problem exists and seek adult help to solve the problem. Our preschool children will also be able to start evaluating solutions to find ways that best solve social problems. You should notice in the standards that at no point does it say that children should be doing this on their own. Adults support is necessary and appropriate for this age group in solving interpersonal conflicts. 

Another thing to notice is (CLICK) that infants and young toddlers’ roles are simply to let us know that there  is a problem.  We do not expect them to manage conflict.  Adults have the responsibility to structure the environment in ways that minimize conflict and provide opportunities for positive social interaction. If you are in a classroom with very young children it’s not really appropriate to ask them to share, take turns, etc. 

The rest of this webinar will focus on the social problem solving steps that are appropriate for our older toddlers – 2s and 3s and preschool age children
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When to Teach
Identifying Teachable Moments

"Teaching should 
occur all day long 

except when children 
are engaged in 

challenging behavior." 
Unpacking the Pyramid 

Model, pg.94
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thinking about those highly important relationships & routines, let’s think about when will be best to teach social problem solving. 
We need to be intentional around WHEN to teach social emotional skills, but we also have to be intentional when NOT to teach them as well.  Teaching should occur all day long except when children are engaged in challenging behaviors. 

<<CLICK>>

When a child engages in challenging behaviors, the adult needs to respond in ways that will make that behavior less likely to continue or to occur again. It is not a time to teach replacement behaviors. Many of you may have seen this visual before but we feel it is so important to continue to come back to. Think about when you are in a heated discussion with someone and are emotionally charged. That is not the time for someone to tell you to reflect on what you did wrong or what to do like say you’re sorry. Your amygdala is in overdrive and your logical and reasoning thinking brain, the frontal lobe, is not firing. It’s the same for little kids….it’s ineffective to teach social emotional skills when they are upset or engaging in challenging behaviors. It’s at this time when you go back to your relationship and build trust by allowing feelings to occur safely. Intentionally teaching social emotional skills and reminding children of these skills before the challenging behavior occurs will reduce its likelihood and increase instructional time.
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How to Teach

7

Say, “Get the 
solution kit” 

Get the kit from the 
shelf.

Say, “You got the 
kit, now let’s look for 
a solution

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Okay so now that we have established when to teach we have to think about how we are going to teach social problem solving skills. We are going to get to the specific skills in a few minutes but we want to emphasize how to teach any new skill to young children. It has to be in the context of regular routines and activities and you have to think about the specific behaviors you want to see. I think we all know that we can’t control children’s behavior. We wish we could! But what we can control is the environment and interactions that occur around the child to elicit the behavior we want to see. Today we will talk about specific antecedents and consequences you can set up in your classroom to elicit the social problem solving skills you want children to engage in.
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Problem Solving Steps – for Children

Identify the problem

Identify the potential solutions

Evaluate the potential solutions

Try the solution

8

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here are the behaviors and skills we want our older toddlers and preschoolers to be able to do to solve social problems. They need to identify the problems, identify potential solutions, evaluate potential solutions and then try the solution out. Again, all of this occurs in the context of a trusted and supportive relationship with an adult and in the next slide we will talk about the specific behaviors you as the adults will do to structure the antecedents and consequences needed to elicit these social problem-solving behaviors in young children. 

These Problem-Solving Steps are from the Pyramid Model. Through the links on the handout, you will find nice visuals that you can use when teaching these steps to young children.   Included in those visuals is the “Solution Kit”.  It includes a selection of cards with words and picture to help children think about solutions they might try.  Evaluating the potential solutions is a challenge for many children, because it is difficult for young children to see things from other people’s perspective.  Taking the time to teach and practice how to think about the consequences of solutions helps children get along with each other now, and is a life skill for the rest of their lives. (If you haven’t already downloaded the app, you might want to do that now.  You are missing so many good resources if you don’t access the handouts.)

Before we move on to the adult behaviors we want to make a few comments about diverse learners. First, children who have experienced trauma may have additional difficulty in learning these skills and we need to remember that they might need extra support. It’s not as important to know about the past trauma as it is to understand that the child may not have the necessary trust in adults or their environment to know that social problems are solvable. They need extra practice with caring, warm support to get to the point where they can consistently identify problems, solutions, and try those solutions.

For children who come from diverse cultural backgrounds these behavior expectations might seem very foreign. For example, in many cultures it is usual for children to not identify problems and solutions but the adults simply solve the problem for the child. Again, children may need extra practice and support for developing these behaviors and skills.

Last, children who may not speak the language of the classroom will need extra support with visuals and practice since social problem solving typically requires lots of back-and-forth communication.  Some of the resources being provided are available in multiple languages, but they may not be all of the languages that the children you serve need.

Trauma informed content:  For children who respond more dramatically (outside or inside) than we expect, there is likely some trauma in their past.  We need to remember to provide extra support.  No need to obsess on what the trauma was.
Children who have home cultures that emphasize responding to adult direction, or who have challenges understanding the language(s) spoken in the classroom may have extra difficulty with this process and will need extra support.
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Adult Strategies for Teaching Problem Solving

Follow Up Be prepared to give follow-up support

Solutions Ask for ideas for solutions and choose one together

Restate Restate the problem

Gather Gather information

Acknowledge Acknowledge children’s feelings

Approach Approach calmly, stopping any hurtful actions

9

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Now let’s think about the interactions and environment or the antecedents and consequences you can use to help support and elicit those desired behaviors from children. These are steps you might use when you see a problem happening in your classroom.

First, you approach the area calmly making sure to stop hurtful actions. Remember we are building trust and relationships with the children in our care. They need to see you as the safe person who’s not going to match their feelings of bing out-of-control but show that this classroom is safe and calm.

Next, you acknowledge children’s feelings. This is as simple as stating what you are seeing. Ethan, you are feeling really mad because Shayla took your firetruck. 

Then you start to gather information about the problem. You ask each child involved to tell you what happened. For children with language delays or who do not speak the same language, you may state the problem as you see it and allow them to agree or disagree. This information gathering should be done neutrally. For example you might say to Shayla – you really wanted to play with that firetruck that Ethan had and Ethan you were still playing with the firetruck.

Once everyone is agreed to a version of events you restate the problem – you both want to play with the firetruck. At this point acknowledge that this is a problem. Social problems are normal parts of life and be matter-of-fact but positive in your tone. Once you have lots of practice with social problem-solving children will start to feel confident in the process and trust that you will help them get to the solution. Problems are not a scary thing!

Now you start to look for solutions and choose one together.

At the end make sure you are available for follow up support. Remember, if we want to elicit the social problem-solving behaviors and skills we saw on the previous slide we must make sure the antecedents (an adults calm approach and positive support for coming up with a solution) is also followed up with good consequences – everyone gets a turn with the fire truck and we all feel happy!

These problem-solving steps can be found from the High/Scope website. The professional development resources on High Scope are free but you do need to have a login to access these materials. 



Give info about how to sign in and get free materials from High/Scope website. 
Approach calmly, stopping any hurtful actions. Place yourself between the children, on their level.
Acknowledge children's feelings. ...
Gather information. ...
Restate the problem. ...
Ask for ideas for solutions and choose one together. ...
Be prepared to give follow-up support.
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Putting it Together
Adult Behaviors Child Behaviors

Approach calmly stopping any hurtful 
actions.

1

Acknowledge children’s feelings. 2

Gather information. 3 What is my problem?

Restate the problem. 4

Ask for ideas for solutions and choose one 
together.

5 Think, Think, Think of some solutions

6 What would happen if…? 
Would it be safe? Would it be fair? How would 
everyone feel?

Be prepared to give follow-up support. 7 Give it a try!

10

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let’s look at how these adult behaviors and child behaviors work together to have a complete learning experience.

The antecedent is a problem occurs. The adult approaches calmly, acknowledges feelings and helps the children establish what the problem is. This is steps 1-4.

The behavior you want to see from the child is think of solutions and evaluating the feasibility of those solutions. We will talk more about solution kits in a few moments.

The consequence is you try the solution and the adult is there to help make sure the solution is followed-through on.

Seems simple enough, right? But we know that social problems are cause for some big challenging behaviors in classrooms. Children need lots of experience seeing this process work. If its typical in your classroom that social problems result in punishment, crying, “nobody gets to play with the toy” or time outs the first few times you try this process will be hard. Kids only know what their experience has been so far. I’m going to be honest, the first few times you do this this process might take 30 minutes! Lots of time figuring out how to describe the problem, lots of time to come up with solutions, and a whole lot more time providing that follow up support. But once kids see and experience this working they will have the confidence and trust that their problems will be successfully solved. Developing that trust is essential and trust does not come overnight. Trust comes when the child sees the adults behavior supporting their social emotional competence over and over and over. That’s also why that follow-up support the first few weeks of using this process is essential, too. Build persistence and patience in your own practice and adult behaviors. 


Mention that these processes come from High/Scope (adult behaviors) and from NCPMI (child behaviors).  Both are necessary.
Children need experience in seeing solutions working
Developing trust is essential
Follow-up support to ensure solutions work for all children involved
It can take a LONG time to come to a solution – persistence for adults and children in the beginning builds children’s skills
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Let’s see it!

11

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So now we are going to see this process in action. 

We are going to watch and see how this teacher and the children in the class exemplify the behaviors we just talked about. 
5 minute video.  This is important to illustrate that this does require time.  Can also point out that often other children join in so other adults are not necessarily left with the whole class.


https://vimeo.com/171425216
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Being 
Prepared: 
Problem 
Solving Steps 
for Adults 

12

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sue 
We as adults often have the same problems that we see in the children.  We know the steps we should take to help solve problems, but when the situation is tense, we may revert to old habits.  What strategies do you use in your work or your personal life to help you be able to think calmly when a situation becomes stressful?  
How can you structure your work environment to practice the problem-solving steps you need to take.
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When to Teach 2
Identifying Teachable Moments

"Teaching should 
occur all day long 

except when children 
are engaged in 

challenging behavior." 
Unpacking the Pyramid 

Model, pg.94
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Remember this slide from earlier?  We cannot teach when children are at the top of their distress.  We need to get them back to a lower level of stress so that they are able to think and make decisions.   Let’s look at some tools to help us help children calm down.
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Strategies to Help Children Prepare to Solve 
Problems

14

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You may want to pull out your phone and access the handout so that you remember later where you saw these.  This is the first link on the page.  

https://challengingbehavior.org/implementation/classroom/practical-strategies/#behaviorRegulation
https://challengingbehavior.org/implementation/classroom/practical-strategies/#behaviorRegulation
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Solution 
Kit

15

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The solution kit pictured on the left is a set of cards with words and pictures to help children remember some ideas that help them solve their problem.  On the right side of this slide is a letter to share with families to help them use the solution kit at home.   Share next slide before going to the web link to show them what they will find.
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Social Stories about Solving Problems

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These stories can be downloaded for free from the NCPMI website.  They are an easily repeated lesson to help children learn the steps to solving problems.  Let’s go to the problem solving resource page to see more. https://challengingbehavior.org/implementation/classroom/practical-strategies/#problemSolving 

https://challengingbehavior.org/implementation/classroom/practical-strategies/#problemSolving
https://challengingbehavior.org/implementation/classroom/practical-strategies/#problemSolving
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Explicit Instruction for All and 
Extra Practice for Some

• Read stories about solving problems during circle or library time
• Set up scenarios to solve during small group time
• Teach problem-solving vocabulary
• Predict when and where problems often occur and review strategies 

before transitioning into those situations
• Provide problem-solving tools in the environment (solution kit suitcase, 

sets of solutions cards, calming strategy posters, etc.)
• Use naturally occurring situations to practice solving problems.  

Remember, some children may need help to calm down before they can 
solve problems.

17

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Practice for problem solving needs to be frequent and with issues that are not super stressful for the children.  
When would you teach this? Explicit Instruction is found on page 122.
When and how would you provide practice for children?  Setting up the Environment—page 124,  Naturally Occurring Situations—125, Adult modeling 126
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Matrix

18

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A matrix like this is a good resource to help you identify times and places to practice solving problems.  Look back at the previous slide.  
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Problem Solving Discussion
Within your group, share your experiences and/or questions about any 
of the resources or strategies you heard about today.  Possible ideas 
are:
• Planning for practice for yourself and for children so you can use 

strategies when you need them.
• Using the matrix to plan when to teach
• Using Solution Kit to teach brainstorming and choosing solutions
• Teaching and using calming strategies.
• Any other idea from group members

19

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Depending on room setup, encourage people to talk with others at their table or to turn chairs around so that they can talk to each other in groups of 3 or 4.
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Search “EITA Mobile” to download from your app store

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
General Slide for EITA Mobile 
EITA Mobile provides “on the go” resources for professionals and families that can be accessed from any mobile device. 
EITA Mobile is available for iOS and Android devices.
In this example, we have highlighted the Self-Care category of the Tools and Resources section which contains interactions such as this one on mindfulness.  
We are always updating and adding new items based on feedback we receive. 
The best way to hear about the new items is through the Portal to Practice. 
We also welcome any new ideas that you may have. 
We would love to hear from you!
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Search “EITA Mobile” to download from your app store

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Highlight--EI Service Delivery
EITA Mobile provides “on the go” resources for professionals and families that can be accessed from any mobile device. 
EITA Mobile is available for iOS and Android devices. 
In this example, we have highlighted the Early Intervention Service Delivery category which is in the tools and Resources section. We have quite a few interaction in this section such as the Coaching Strategies Used in Routines and Embedded Instruction for the Early Learning Cycle. 
We are always updating and adding new items based on feedback we receive. 
The best way to hear about the new items is through the Portal to Practice. 
We also welcome any new ideas that you may have. 
We would love to hear from you!
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