
92 

10 
I Can Problem Solve 
An Interpersonal Cognitive 
Problem-Solving Approach for Children 

Myrna B. Shure 

One child nags, demands, and cries. 

Another hits other children and takes away their toys. 

A third does not listen to people or pay attention in class. 

T here are lots of ways to handle behavior problems in the classroom. 
coaching, telling children what and what not to do, and even explaining 
are often observed. But these techniques have one thing in common. They 

all doing the thinking for the child. My research colleague, George Spivack, and I 
out to find a different way to guide the behavior of children. We learned that 
could guide behavior by engaging children in the process of thinking about 
they do and considering how their actions affect their own and others' feelings, 
might happen next, and how else they can solve the problem at hand. We 
that as early as age 4, children who behave differently, think differently. 

First, we identified a set of problem-solving thinking skills that could 
competent from less competent youngsters as early as age 4-skills we 
"Interpersonal Cognitive Problem Solving," and we also identified behaviors 
accompany those skills (Shure, 1993; Spivack & Shure, 1974). (For description 
references of measures of these skills, see Appendix at the end of this chapter.) 
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GOOD AND POOR PROBLEM SOLVING: A CONTRAST 

Here are how three children the same age, 5, differ in their behaviors and in how 
they negotiate their interpersonal worlds: 

Benjamin gets what he wants by hitting others. A teacher asked him what 
happened when he hit another child to get a toy. His answer: "He hit me back, but 
I don't care." 

If Benjamin getting what he wanted truly mattered more than the consequence 
of getting hit back-perhaps even hurt-would he even think about the impact of 
his behavior at all? Can children who do not care, or who endure their own pain 
when they are 3, 4, or 5 years old, possibly be able to develop empathy for the 
victims they might hurt (physically or emotionally) later on? Caring about oneself 
is an extremely important ingredient to later problem solving, as Goleman (1995) 
suggested when he said, "The key to sounder personal decision-making [is], in 
short: being attuned to our feelings" (p. 54). In light of escalating substance abuse 
(a form of hurting oneself) and violence (a form of hurting others), perhaps children 
who say "I don't care" should make us take special pause. 

Martha, a timid, fearful child, has a skill that Benjamin does not. She is able to 
appreciate how people feel when provoked. But, like Benjamin, Martha is unable 
to think of solutions to her problems, and she also does not think much about 
what might happen next if she does find herself in conflict with someone. Although 
awareness that she might have made another person angry is a step ahead of lack of 
such sensitivity, her inability to reduce that anger may only heighten her anxiety and 
make her more timid and fearful. She has learned it is safer to simply avoid people 
and problems she cannot solve. 

Now let's look at Rafael, who wanted a shovel that Steven was playing 
with. When refused after a request for the shovel, he did not grab the shovel or hit 
Steven. He tried a different way. "Why can't I have it?" he asked. "Because I need it. 
I'm building a castle," answered Steven. Now Rafael offered, "I can help you build 
a castle. We can build a castle together." And Rafael and Steven happily worked 
together in the sand. 

Rafael was applying skills of highly sophisticated thinking. With a variety of 
options available to him, he was meshing his needs with those of Steven's. No 
teacher had to intervene, explain the virtues of sharing, or take the shovel away so 
neither could have it. Instead of feeling anger and frustration, Rafael felt proud, and 
both children were happy with how the problem was solved. 

To test whether engaging children in the process of thinking about what they are 
doing could reduce or prevent early high-risk behaviors in the classroom, we created 
an intervention to teach children age-appropriate pre-problem-solving and problem
solving skills. 

THE INTERVENTIONS: AN OVERVIEW 

Interventions for preschool through Grade 6, originally called Interpersonal 
Cognitive Problem Solving, now called I Can Problem Solve (ICPS; Shure, 1992a, 
1992b, 1992c), consist of two parts: Through carefully sequenced activities, children 
are taught pre-problem-solving and problem-solving skills in game form, and prob
lems with hypothetical characters. After each new concept or set of concepts is 
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introduced, teachers guide the children to use the concepts during the day, in real 
life, to help them associate how they think with what they do and how they behave. 

Pre-Problem-Solving Skills 

/CPS Word Pairs 

Children in the preschool through the primary grades are first taught a series 
of word pairs that they may already know but that are associated with fun then 
applied in new ways to later help them settle disputes. For example, playing the 
word pair is/is not, 6-year-old Crystal pranced around the yard at recess chanting, 
"This is a swing; this is not a slide." Giggling, she then added silly things as, "This 
is not a giraffe, this is not a house, this is not a bogey man." How could her teacher 
use these words to help her resolve a real-life problem? When Crystal tore a child's 
paper, on purpose, and thought that was funny, her teacher asked, "Is tearing some
one's paper a good idea or not a good idea?" Crystal smiled. She understood. A 
very simple start. 

Crystal's teacher added a new word pair the next day-same/different. After 
asking, for example, whether "tapping my knee and stamping my foot are the same 
or different," two of Crystal's classmates gave their teacher a way to use these words 
when a real conflict arose. Both insisting that "he hit me first," she asked, "Do you 
two see what happened the same way or a different way?" These two words proved 
to be very helpful for Crystal too, when a classmate told her, "Your hair is ugly, you 
got braids." Checking her natural inclination to give her a good, swift kick, Crystal 
simply replied, "My hair is different from yours." 

Starting at age 5, children enjoy the "Two Things at the Same Time" game. After 
thinking of two things they can do at the same time, such as "I can clap my hands 
and talk at the same time," they can then think of two things that they cannot do at 
the same time, such as "I cannot clap my hands and roll my arms at the same time." 
One child said, "I cannot hold my nose and breathe at the same time." His teacher 
found this useful when one child started talking to a neighbor during a lesson, by ask
ing, "Can you talk to your neighbor and listen to me at the same time?" Recognizing 
the emphasized phrase from the ICPS games, the child smiled, and no more needed 
to be said. 

Playing with the words before/after, such as "I brush my teeth after I get out of bed 
in the morning," or "I cannot brush my teeth before I get out of bed," helps teachers 
find out what is on children's minds when they are in conflict. Instead 
of asking the accusatory question, "Why did you hit him?"-usually responded to 
with shrugged shoulders, an "I don't know," or a lie, an ICPS teacher asked, "What 
happened before you hit him?" When children associate the emphasized word with 
ICPS games, they are more likely to talk. 

Feelings, Listening, and Paying Attention 

Sensitivity to one's own and other's feelings, and listening and paying attention 
to others are important for problem solving because they open up more options from 
which to choose. Building on the earlier ICPS word pairs, for example, a child can 
appreciate that if one way to make someone feel happy is not successful, it is possi
ble to try a different way. Children learn to distinguish happy from proud and angry 
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from frustrated. They learn to ask how other people feel when, for example, they 
grab a toy or hit a child, and then to identify how they themselves feel. All of these 
skills are important first steps for later problem solving. In the later grades, children 
focus on more sophisticated feeling words, such as disappointed, worried, and relieved. 

An activity children enjoy to help sharpen listening skills is what I call the 
"Silly Skits." Beginning in kindergarten, and building in complexity in the later 
grades, children are asked to tell what is funny about the conversation between two 
characters (played by puppets or live actors). For example, in the kindergarten, 
children hear the following: 

My knee is bleeding. 

I like strawberries. 

I need a Band-aid. 

B: Today's my birthday. 

A: My knee really hurts. 

B: Why does your knee hurt? 

A: Because I fell. 

B: Oh, you fell. 

The skit is re-created, only this time the children are asked to raise their hands 
when they notice the other character is listening and responding accordingly. 
Children excitedly raise their hand when they hear Bask, "Why does your knee hurt?" 
and again, when they hear, "Oh, you fell." Children can make up their own silly skits, 
and older students write them out, then perform them for the class. 

The word pairs, feeling words, and Silly Skits can help a teacher in real life when 
children are noisy, all talking at once, and not listening when she is trying to settle 
them down to start a lesson. One ICPS teacher asked, "How do you think I feel when 
you are all talking and not listening?" Another asked, "Can you all talk to each other 
and listen to me at the same time?" And a third surprised her class by referring to 
the Silly Skits when she said, "My knee is bleeding." The children giggled, knew 
what she was referring to, and quieted down. 

Helping children learn to wait is a key ingredient to later social competence and 
mental health (Goleman, 1995). To help children learn this skill, they enjoy thinking 
of good and not-good times to do things, such as ask for something-when some
one is sleeping, in a bad mood, or coming down from a plane in a parachute. After 
making up their own good and not-good times to act, children think about, "What 
can I do while I wait?" 

Interpersonal Cognitive Problem-Solving Skills 

Alternative Solution Skills 

With pictures, puppets, and role-playing techniques, children ages 4 and older 
name lots of different ways to solve hypothetical problems. The focus is on child
generated different ways rather than adult-valued good ways-to encourage a process 
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of thinking, "There's more than one way to solve a problem. I don't have to give up 
too soon." 

Consequential Thinking: When the children are comfortable generating alter
native solutions, a new word pair is added, might/maybe, and children are guided to 
evaluate whether their solution is or is not a good one in light of what might happen 
next. Children create stories that include conflict situations, how each character feels, 
what they could do to solve the problem, what might happen next, and if needed, 
what else they could do so that would not happen. 

Means-Ends Thinking: Beginning at age 8, children plan sequenced steps toward 
a goal (e.g., planning a party to make new friends). With fictional characters, 
children create a story describing each step and potential obstacles that could inter
fere with reaching that goal (e.g., it snowed so hard no one could come) and recog
nize that it might take time to reach the goal (e.g., "He'll wait for better weather and 
have the party another time."). 

Teaching children ICPS skills in isolation is not enough. Our research has 
shown that to impact behavior, children have to associate how they use their newly 
acquired ICPS skills when real conflicts come up (e.g., see Shure & Spivack, 1982). 
We have seen that children do not listen when they are being yelled at, and often 
they do not even listen to more positive approaches, such as suggesting what they 
do or even explaining why. Perhaps children already know what we are telling them, 
so they tune out. Perhaps they do not have the skills to absorb what we say. In any 
case, suggesting how to solve a problem (e.g., "Why don't you share your toys?") 
and explaining why (e.g., "You won't have any friends if you grab toys.") is doing 
the thinking for the child. Placed in the role of passive recipient, children often tune 
out and do not hear a word we say. 

Our approach is different. The children are active participants. They are part 
of the conversation. Because they are asked to respond, they have to listen; by their 
response, we know how well they have learned to think the problem-solving way. 
To do this, teachers are taught how to engage the child through a process I call "ICPS 
dialoguing." Here is how an ICPS teacher dialogued with Sarah, age 6, who was 
arguing with a classmate during indoor recess. 

Teacher: What happened? What's the matter? [eliciting the child's view of the 
problem] 

Sarah: She always goes first! 

Carrie: No, she always goes first. 

Teacher: Sarah, how do you feel about this? 

Sarah: Mad. 

Teacher: And what might happen if you two argue like this? [eliciting consequen
tial thinking] 

Sarah: She won't be my friend. 

Teacher: What can you do so you both won't feel mad and you can still be friends? 
[eliciting solution thinking] 

Sarah: You go first now; I'll go first later. [using another ICPS word pair] 



Is that OK with you, Carrie? 

Yeah. 

Good thinking. You solved this problem all by yourselves. 
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What a different outcome than might have occurred had this teacher put the 
game away, suggested what to do, or even explained why. And in the spirit of ICPS, 
this teacher did not praise the content of Sarah's solution, but rather, the process. 
Now Sarah would not be stuck on a solution her teacher liked, should another child 
refuse the same solution that Carrie embraced. 

After the teacher and children are comfortable with the ICPS dialoguing process, 
they can shorten it to one question, "Can you two think of a different way to solve 
this problem?" or, still shorter, "Let's ICPS this." 

Integration of ICPS Skills Into the Academic Curriculum 

To create an association of the ICPS lesson games with academic activities, 
the interpersonal concepts have been integrated into academic areas, such as math, 
science, and reading. For example, the feeling words are incorporated into age
appropriate concepts: "Would you feel happier with a whole piece of pizza or half a 
piece?" "Would you feel more frustrated if your basketball team lost by 222 divided 
by 111 points minus 75 points, or if they lost by 2 times 60 points minus 105 plus 
4 points?" The concept "What might happen next?" is incorporated into science 
with such questions as "What might happen if you don't feed and water the plants 
for a month?" and into social studies with such questions as, "What might have 
happened if George Washington's men didn't show up at the Delaware?" Stories are 
read with ICPS dialoguing questions, such as "How did (character) feel when ... ?" 
"How did they solve the problem?" "What happened when they did that?" "Could 
they solve the problem a different way?" and so forth. 

Impact of the ICPS Curricula 

From preschool through Grade 6, ICPS curricula could enhance the tra~ned 
problem-solving thinking skills, reduce and prevent the emergence of impulsive and 
inhibited behaviors, and promote positive caring and sharing behaviors (Shure & 
Glaser, 2001; Shure & Spivack, 1982; Spivack & Shure, 1974)-and for those trained 
in kindergarten and first grade, could create behaviors that were still apparent 
3 years after training, in Grade 4 (Shure, 1993). Benjamin, who at age 5 told us, 
"I don't care" if he got hit, replied, in Grade 4, "I feel sad when I hurt someone. 
I can try a different way." !CPS-trained youngsters also improved in standardized 
achievement test scores. Evaluating his own social problem-solving program, Elias 
et al. (1986} found that trained fifth graders reported less stress and better adjustment 
to middle school in both the interpersonal arena and in their adjustment to academic 
requirements. With some integration of interpersonal concepts into the academic 
arena, it is also possible that perhaps youngsters who are failing in math do not really 
need more math. Perhaps they need to free themselves of any stress that is preventing 
them from focusing on the math they are getting. 


