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PROBLEM SOLVING FOR IMPULSE CONTROL 

Impulse control involves the ability to stop and think through consequences before 
taking action. This unit presents a five-step problem-solving strategy that is shown 
to contribute to socially competent behavior in children and youth (Kendall & 
Braswell, 1985; Spivack & Shure, 1982), combined with rehearsal of the behavioral 
skills required to put a solution into practice (Elliot & Gresham, 1993; Ladd & Mize, 
1983; Michelson, 1987). 

In learning problem-solving skills, students apply the five-step strategy to hypo
thetical, age-appropriate problem situations, and later, to real-life problems. The skill 
steps for problem solving require children to ask and respond to the following: 

1. What is the problem? 

2. What are some solutions? 

3. For each solution, ask 
• Is it safe? 
• Is it fair? 
• How might people feel about it? 
• Will it work? 

4. Choose a solution and use it. 

5. Is it working? If not, what can I do now? 

The steps are provided on posters for display in the classroom, in school hallways, 
on the playground, and in other areas of the school to encourage transfer of training 
through the course of students' normal daily activities. The parent component pro
vides the same steps on refrigerator magnets to assist families in practicing and rein
forcing the skills at home (see the Appendix at the end of this chapter). 

Many educators make creative use of the problem-solving steps to encourage 
transfer of learning in real-life situations. Some Second Step schools integrate the 
problem-solving strategy with peer mediation. The student-peer mediators receive 
enriched training in the problem-solving steps and additional training in peer
mediation skills. These students look for opportunities to cue and coach their peers 
who are engaged in playground or lunchroom conflict. Because peer mediators 
coach students to use the same language and skill steps practiced in class, everyone 
is better prepared to move to a quick and just resolution of the problem. 

Once students have practiced the problem-solving skill steps in various hypo
thetical situations, they rehearse application of their solutions through role play. 
Known among researchers as "behavioral social-skills training," this strategy has 
proven particularly useful when coupled with problem-solving steps (Marchione, 
Michelson, & Mannarino, 1984). 

To illustrate how these two strategies work together, let's imagine that Heather 
wants to play with a toy that Lamar is using. In her attempt to solve the problem 
prosocially, Heather arrives at a creative solution: trading the desired toy with 
Lamar for another. However, executing a successful trade requires Heather to be 
proficient at putting her strategy into action. If unskilled in the strategy, Heather 
might grab the desired toy away from Lamar before handing the bartered item over 
to her now-defensive playmate. A fight ensues. Heather is mystified: "I picked a 
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solution! Why didn't it work?" Although she may have used the problem-solving 
correctly, her inept execution of an otherwise appropriate idea backfired. Rather 
providing reinforcement of Heather's attempt at prosocial behavior, the conse

willlikely work to its detriment. 
In behavioral-skills training, a solution such as trading is practiced through role 

in which students learn to apply the strategies for negotiating a successful 
(Step 1: Consider an item for trade that the other child would find desirable, 

2: Ask first if he or she would like to trade, and so on). Other examples of behav
skills include interrupting politely, taking turns, apologizing, and resisting peer 

...... c • ., ....... By practicing discreet social skills, children like Heather are more likely to 
be successful problem solvers in real life. 

Suggested Activity 

Use the problem-solving steps with your students to work through a problem 
shared by the whole class. For example, "When we go out to the playground, three 
groups of children want to play kickball and there's only one ball." Move through 
the steps together, including brainstorming and selecting solutions. Then move to 
Step 4, "Choose a solution and use it," the next time the class goes out for recess. 
Because your group may not possess the behavioral skills to put their solution into 
practice, an adult should be present to cue and coach the students as they attempt to 
implement their solution. Check back after recess and ask, "Did it work? If not, what 
can we do now?" 

EMOTION MANAGEMENT 

The Second Step program presents emotion management toward the end of the 
program because it is important that children first learn empathy and problem
solving skills. As students learn to regulate their emotions, such as anger, they are 
encouraged to solve the problem that first triggered the anger response. The anger 
management strategy has been successfully used with angry children (Nelson & 
Finch, 2000) and adolescents (Feindler, Marriott, & Iwata, 1984), and stress-reduction 
and anger management strategies have since been effectively implemented in 
numerous primary and secondary prevention programs (Lochman, Burch, Curry, & 
Lampron, 1984). 

The emotion management steps help students recognize anger cues and triggers 
and use positive self-statements and stress-reduction techniques (e.g., counting to 10) 
to prevent the onset of uncontrollable angry feelings. Next, they apply the problem
solving strategy as a verbal mediation technique to solve the problem. Later, they 
reflect on the anger-provoking incident. The steps are as follows: 

1. How does my body feel? 

2. Calm down: 
• Take three deep breaths. 
• Count backward slowly. 
• Think calming thoughts. 
• Talk to myself. 
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3. Think out loud to solve the problem. 

4. Think about it later: 
• Why was I angry? 
• What did I do? 
• What worked? 
• What didn't work? 
• What would I do differently? 
• Did I do a good job? 

Like the problem-solving skills, the emotion steps are printed on posters. 
cators are encouraged to display the skill-step posters in the hallways, 
classrooms, and outside areas. These steps are also sent home to parents to 
age family reinforcement. 

Second Step educators demonstrate boundless creativity in reinforcing these 
throughout the day. One principal created small cards printed with the 
solving steps on one side and the anger management steps on the reverse. 
carry the laminated business-sized cards in their pockets to encourage them to 
the steps when confronted with a conflict. Playground and lunchroom supen': 
and peer mediators carry the cards as coaching aids. Another school printed the 
on a laminated card attached to a key ring; students used their "keys to success" 
the playground. 

Beyond teaching the lessons, classroom teachers are well positioned to cue and 
coach students in their newfound skills as problems occur. Although transfer 
learning is a critical aspect of SEL, it does not necessarily require intensive 
tion. A teacher in Shoreline, Washington, sends his second graders to the ~~second 
Step Comer" when they return from recess engaged in a conflict. The comer is a 
welcoming area in which the problem-solving and anger management posters are 
displayed with several photo cards from recent lessons. The students attempt to 
solve the problem themselves using the skills they have learned in class. He reports 
that they rarely need more direct intervention. 

CURRICULUM STRUCTURE AND FORMAT 

Preschool/Kindergarten Through Grade 5 

At the early childhood and elementary levels, each of the units employs "photo
lesson" cards to teach the various skill lessons. Large, attractive photographs depict 
children at the appropriate grade level in various social or emotional situations. The 
reverse sides of the cards contain the lessons for the teacher to follow, lesson objectives, 
language-acquisition goals, notes to the teacher, role-play suggestions, transfer-of
learning ideas, and extension activities. 

Teachers rate ease of use and minimum preparation time among the more attrac
tive features of the curriculum. Each lesson suggests works of children's literature 
to help teachers integrate the Second Step program into their language arts cur
riculum. The program also provides video lessons, skill-step posters, and a Second 
Step Family Overview Video to engage parent support. The nonprofit creators of 
the Second Step program, Committee for Children (2004), have since developed a 


