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Collaborative Problem 
Solving

• Evidence-based approach for helping children with 
behavioral challenges. 

• Challenging kids lack the skill, not the will, to 
behave well – specifically skills related to problem 
solving, flexibility and frustration tolerance. the 
skills they need to succeed.

• Schools need a combination of skills and 
processes to support collaborative problem solving 



CPS Goals and Impacts

• Improve Student Behavior
• Discipline - reduced suspensions by 61%
• Mental Health - Attendance
• Intrinsic Motivation
• Equity
•

• Support Teachers - 
• Collaboration and Coordination
• Skill building
• Time for collaboration and coaching
• Job satisfaction - autonomy, mastery, purpose 



Collaborative Problem 
Solving

• Piloted over the last 2 years
• All staff received training with Dr Ablon

• 1 hour video 
• 2 live trainings

• 25+ Teachers 3-hour Introductory Training
• 13 Teachers Tier 1 Trained - 2017-18

• Receive biweekly coaching - 2018-19
• 7 Teachers Tier 1 Trained - 2018-19

• Receive biweekly coaching - Spring  2019
• Book - School Discipline Fix



Collaborative Problem 
Solving SY 2020

• Opening Day and November Training
• Eliminate mandatory PD and meetings
•

• Twice Monthly Coaching During Building Meeting 
and PD Time
•

• Team leaders will track students and notify 
teachers when their students are discussed.
•

• Tier 2 Training Group
•

• Ongoing Program Evaluation - LINK

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1SFROXBBedKdNTcxgpoccJ75MRdJY8SLceN1jjDhY-Hk/edit?usp=sharing


Philosophy

Kids do well if they can.

vs. 

Kids do well if they want to.



Philosophy

Kids do well if they can...



Philosophy

Kids do well if they can…
...if they can’t, something is getting in the way. We 
need to figure out what so we can help.

Good news… with our help, they can do better



Current Practice

Kids learn to use challenging behavior to 
get things (e.g., attention) or 
escape/avoid things (e.g., work)



Logical Solution

Make them want to...
Motivate compliant behavior with rewards and 

punishments (or lower expectations).

(e.g., grades, sticker charts, point systems, 
detentions, suspensions, other consequences, and 
modifications)



What Incentives and 
Consequences Do and Don’t 

DO:  Teach basic lessons and provide external 
motivation

DON’T: Teach complex thinking skills, build 
relationships, help kids stay regulated. 



Impact of Rewards and 
Punishments

Tangible rewards = Less Intrinic Motivation

Teaches that we don’t think they want to learn and 
that learning is not intrinsically valuable

Increases fixed mindset and decreases growth

Punishments dysregulate kids -> more punishment



Unconventional Wisdom

It’s a Learning Disability!
Kids exhibiting challenging behavior are 
delayed in the development of crucial 
skills or have difficulty applying skills 
when most needed. 



The Pitch

• Kids do well if they can - not if they want to
• Neuroscience shows that challenging kids lack 

the skill, not the will, to behave well
• Problem-solving, frustration tolerance, flexibility

• Goal: Help child solve problems and develop 
skills

• How? Using a problem-solving process that 
builds skills, confidence, and relationships



Three Approaches to 
Unmet Expectations

Plan A - Meet adult expectation or else. Make them 
want to. Rewards and punishments. 

Plan B - Collaborative Problem Solving around the 
adult expectations and the child’s lagging skills or 
unsolved problems

Plan C - Remove the expectation to avoid 
challenging behavior



Assess

Three Lists

1. Challenging Behaviors
2. Problems to be Solved
3. Lagging Skills



Because

Problems to Be Solved - Challenging Situations

+

Lagging Skills

=

Challenging Behavior



Assess



Lagging Skills



Plan B

EMPATHIZE - Clarify the child’s concern

• Clarifying questions
• Educated guesses
• Reflective listening
• Reassurance

SHARE - adult concerns

COLLABORATE - Brainstorm, assess and choose 
solution

• Mutually satisfactory and realistic
• Follow up plan to enact the solution and revisit the 

problem, if the solution doesn’t work



Discipline Trends

Number of Out of School Suspensions (LINK to Presentation)

● 2014-15 - 56
● 2015-16 - 53
● 2016-17 - 76
● 2017-18 - 47
● 2018-19 - 34 - 55% drop over 2 years
● 2019-20 - 16 to date? Almost all drug related

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1sjg-iGaAW6S-iIaB8Tfdth_W7tL7iKjJb4-vlP6yxhc/edit?usp=sharing


Outcomes

2017-18

47 total suspensions (42 total 
students)

Decrease:

● 12 substance 
● 16 conflict (3 staff)
● 16 disruption (e.g., 

vandalism)
● 1 chronic
● 1 outside felony

2018-19

34 total suspensions (31 total 
students)

Decrease:

● 18 substance 
● 9 conflict (1 staff)
● 6 disruption (e.g., theft)
● 1 chronic



Evaluation

Mid-year evaluation

• Tie training to teacher behavior and treatment to 
student outcomes

• Philosophy and Understanding - High
• Application - Moderate
• Positive changes in Philosophy and Impact
• Attention to teacher burnout

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5eH-4roaay0VzE1a3JJTEY1R09Vc3JZZTlKOE1YWGtldFNn/view?usp=sharing


Collaborative Problem 
Solving Resources

Think:Kids - www.thinkkids.org/

The School Discipline Fix - Stuart Ablon

Lost at School - Ross Greene

Changeable - Stuart Ablon



Social Emotional 
Learning



Cultural Competency

Responsiveness to:
Culture
Identity
Stereotyping
Bias
Justice/Historical Injustice


