
>> Welcome. This session is about coaching young children through social problem solving. My name is 
Lori Strauss. I'm a preschool teacher in a mixed-age classroom at Hort Woods on Penn State's campus. 
My children range in age from 3 to 5 years old, and I've been doing this for 13 years. 
 
>> I'm Nancy Smoyer. I'm an infant-toddler supervising teacher at the child-care center at Hort Woods, 
and we have a mixed-age classroom from 0 to 3, and I have been doing this for 26 years, almost 27. 
 
>> That deserves a round of applause. 
 
>> Woo! 
 
>> So we are in the third year of PBIS implementation at Hort Woods, and we have been trying to create 
some systems of support for children, and one of the areas that we really wanted to focus on was the 
idea of coaching children through solving social problems because conflict is something that we see as 
an avenue for learning and growth, and we wanted to make sure that children had all the resources they 
need to be able to do that successfully with teacher support and then working towards doing it 
independently. So we're going to start out by talking a little bit about our role as teachers and educators 
and then really kind of deconstructing the process of problem-solving so that you can see some of the 
foundational areas where we were hoping to build skills for children in our classrooms. So I'm going to 
give you just a second to take a look at this picture and to think about in your mind what you perceive is 
happening. 
 
>> Throughout the day, we are all required to make some judgement calls, and you may only get a 
couple seconds like you got to see that picture. 
 
>> We're not hearing you. 
 
>> We can't hear you. 
 
>> Sorry. We only have a couple seconds to make our judgement calls, and in a split second, you have to 
decide what's happening in certain situations, and the decisions that you make are going to set the tone 
for the rest of that child's day. You may be able to walk away from it, but those split-second decisions 
that you make impact the rest of how their day is going to play out. So it's really important that you try 
to be as nonjudgmental as possible. Take in all the information you can as quickly as you can and 
safeguard against your own biases so that you're not reading more into the situation than is really there. 
 
>> So one of the challenges that I sometimes have in my classroom is that there's always, like, that kid, 
right, who, in your mind, is the go-to, who obviously is the catalyst for the problem that is happening. 
But the situation tends to arise that I'm not the only one who knows that, and I realized one day when a 
child who wasn't even there was being blamed for hitting someone that there was a problem. Right? 
Not only am I a little bit biased toward this child, but everyone else in the room clearly is too, and so I 
want to make sure when I'm walking over to interact with children in a problem-solving situation that I 
haven't already made up my mind before I've gotten there about what happened. I'm having a 
conversation with both of the children who are involved or however many children are involved to try to 
get to the root of what happened so that we are solving problems fairly.  
 
>> And really, it all comes down to respect and the relationships that you have with these children. And 
after you've spent a period of time with the kids, you get to know and respect them. They know that you 



respect them. You treat them with respect, and they will give it back to you, and that really is part of the 
bottom of the pyramid as well. And what we're talking about is things that you're doing every day. 
You're building these relationships. This isn't just something you're going to put into play when you need 
it. It's something that you start at the very beginning of your relationship with this child, and you build it 
over time.  
 
>> We really believe in caring relationships that are really based on mutual respect, and so we took 
some time to really think about what that looks like in our classrooms, and we came up with this list. So 
we talked about, you know, as adults, we model being respectful in our interactions with children. So I 
am respectful when I allow children the opportunity to settle disputes amongst themselves without 
immediately stepping in to intervene. I am respectful to children, again, when I presume innocence, and 
I give them that opportunity to kind of work through what actually occurred without me prejudging. I'm 
respectful when I listen to what a child has to say, when I'm down on their level, and I'm making eye 
contact, and they can see that I really care about helping them find a solution to their problem. I am 
respectful when I give each person involved in a social problem-solving situation the opportunity to 
express their feelings or concerns or their needs. I am respectful when I support resolutions that 
children create and when I consider cultural differences. I've had a lot of interactions with teachers 
where they're frustrated that a child won't make eye contact with them when they're having 
conversations, and one of the things that I've learned over time is that, in some cultures, that's really 
disrespectful for you to be making eye contact with an adult. So really taking into account cultural 
preferences is really important when you're trying to support children. When I support children to 
express different viewpoints, I am being respectful, and children in my classroom actually use words like, 
"I agree," or, "I disagree." And so we are trying to have constructive conversations. The kids in my 
classroom really like politics, and they've been having a lot to say about elections, right, and some of 
those conversations get really heated between 4-year-olds, and so we've had to use this "I agree, I 
disagree" strategy when we're talking about things like that because some of the kids in my class are 
huge supporters of our current administration. They're really gung-ho Donald Trump supporters, and 
some of the other kids in my class really aren't, and there are 4-year-olds who are really debating some 
concepts that I think are quite interesting, and we've been trying to talk about it in terms of fairness. So 
this has been a way for us to make that positive where we're really supporting dialogue. I'm also 
respectful when I allow children to make choices, when I allow them to make mistakes, when I ask them 
for a solution to a problem without automatically jumping in and giving it, when I encourage children to 
be independent and also when I take into consideration their developmental needs, and Nancy is going 
to talk a little bit more about that. 
 
>> I think that was really important with the toddlers because we have some children that are pretty 
good-size toddlers, and you look at them, and you have some expectations for them that really are not 
realistic. Just because they're almost as big as you are doesn't mean they are developmentally at that 
level that you're expecting from them, and I'm sure this is familiar to a lot of people, the Toddler 
Property Laws, and I won't read them for you. We do have to meet the toddlers where they are, and 
unfortunately, this is where most of them are.  
 
>> So we're going to talk a little bit about coaching and make a differentiation between coaching and 
teaching. Teaching is what we're kind of doing right now where we're up here, and it's kind of a top-
down approach where we're disseminating information to you, and there are some instances when 
you're working with young children where that works, but typically, we find that, in these situations, we 
are more effective when we take on more of a coaching model, and so it's more student-directed. It's 
about the child. It's less about the teacher. It's about giving very direct and specific feedback. It's a way 



of really working through a process, and we are very process-oriented people, and it's part of our 
center's philosophy that we really aren't as concerned with the ultimate outcome as we are with our 
process of getting there. So we want to show you a video because I think this is an excellent example of 
what coaching in an early childhood setting looks like. Some of you may have seen this before. It's from 
one of the CSEFEL modules. 
 
[VIDEO START] 
 
>> He won't give you the car? 
 
>> It's your turn. 
 
>> You really wanted that car, and he won't let you have a turn? And what solutions did you try? 
 
>> Share. 
 
>> Well, it looks like you tried to take it from him. Was that a good solution? That's right. You tried to 
take it, and he didn't give it to you, and it looks like you maybe got hurt a little bit. So was that a very 
good solution? Yeah. So what do you think you should try next? 
 
[ Chatter ]  
 
Okay. Try that one. Oh, man. That is such a good solution, and he still said, "No." He's making it tough on 
you, Laricia. What else can you do? Okay. Try that one. Wait, Frankie, just a minute. What did he say? 
You tried two really good solutions, and he still said, "No"? You are such a good problem solver. What 
else could you try? Where can I find more solutions at? What was that thing that Maggie had? Do you 
remember? What did Maggie have? She had that big suitcase. What was that? 
 
>> Maggie. 
 
>> Maggie had that. What did she have? 
 
>> The suitcase. 
 
>> The solution kit. Should we get the solution kit? Do you know where the solution kit is, Jordan? 
Anthony, do you know where the solution kit is? Can you go grab it for us? We've got a case for the 
solution kit. Thanks, buddy. That was very helpful. All right, Laricia. Open it up. What's that? You really 
want to play with that car. "Wait and take turns." That one, you would have to be so strong, Laricia. This 
one says you would have to wait and wait and be so strong and wait until he was done with it. You'd 
have to go find something else to play with and then when he was done come have a turn. I don't know. 
This one, you have to be really strong for. Can you do that one? Want to see what that one is? That one 
says, "Share."  
 
>> Share.  
 
>> You like sharing. Would that one work? It's a good solution, but he didn't want to share. That one 
says, "Trade." So you could say, "Hey, Jordan. Do you want to use this mask, and then I can use the car?" 
 



>> Hey, Jordan. Can I ... You want to use this mask? Hey, Jordan. 
 
>> Is he making it tough on you? 
 
>> Yeah. 
 
>> He's making it tough on you, Laricia. Well, Laricia, this is the only one we haven't tried yet. 
 
>> Wait and take turns. 
 
>> That's right, wait and take turns. Should we do that? All right. Let's go play over here, okay? When 
he's ready, we'll have a turn with the car. Okay?  
 
[VIDEO END] 
 
>> All right.  So who's going to be brave? What did you like about that video? Lindsay, can I borrow your 
microphone? I can take it. 
 
>> I just like that she was praising the student after each time she tried a different solution. Even if it 
didn't work, she was praised for her efforts. 
 
>> Yeah. There was a lot of reinforcement there, and even when she was turned down after that initial 
attempt, her teacher was still there, coaching her and letting her know that it was okay, that she was 
really working at that process. And you could tell her teacher was proud of her, and she encouraged her 
to keep moving forward and to keep trying a different solution until she found something that worked. 
Did it work out the way she wanted to? No. And that's one of the trickiest things, I think, about social 
problem-solving is that we encourage the process, and it's kind of a similar process to exploring with 
materials. You have to be very persistent in coming back to it because the likelihood that it's going to 
work out the way you want it to on the very first try is really not high. So coaches see problem-solving as 
a process, and again, we're process people, so we're really looking at helping to move children through 
the process, and the outcome isn't as important to us, and I do see it as a parallel process. So often 
when I put a new material out in my classroom, I give children the opportunity to explore it and for 
them to come up with their own ways of solving a problem, and often, they have to keep coming back to 
it over and over again until they perfect that process, and so we see this as being very, very similar. Did 
you have anything you wanted to add, Nancy? 
 
>> And I think that's something that ... I know we use the GOLD Assessment, but that is one of the skills 
that we assess the children on is their ability to practice something and come back to it and go over it 
again and again until they've mastered it. 
 
>> And it always seems to me like there are some children who just innately have really strong social-
emotional skills. They can just do this. It's been modeled for them by adults, and they just go with it, but 
there are other children who really need the steps to be explicitly taught. And so what do I need to do? 
These are the different steps that have been identified as problem-solving steps. So basically, what we 
want to do is have children be able to identify the problem, which is not always easy, working through 
some solutions, having them kind of put those solutions to the test and try them out, and then, you 
know, sometimes we have to come back to it. We try the solution. We have to regroup and come up 
with a new plan, and so CSEFEL offers some resources related to problem-solving, and we'll get to that 



in just a minute. I guess we're going to go through a little bit about how identifying the problem looks, 
but I wanted to give you maybe the opportunity to talk about that in infant, toddler, and then I'll follow 
up with preschool. 
 
>> Sometimes, I think whenever we have the toddlers, their problem may not necessarily be with 
another child. It may be a frustrating situation that they're trying to deal with, and you can still have 
them label that problem. "I can't get my shoes on. I can't get my coat on, and I need help." We're going 
to talk a little bit later too about using some signs for when they get frustrated, and it may get to the 
point too that the first thing you need to do is have the child calm down, reassure them. "We can figure 
this out. We just need to take a step back, take a minute," and sometimes using the phrase, "Calm 
down," is the worst thing you can do because you know yourself. When somebody tells you to calm 
down, you just get a little bit more angry with them. And also for the toddlers, it's really important too 
to help start to label those emotions, use the word frustrated, and then they'll start to relate that feeling 
to it.  You can never start that process too early, and always, even with your babies, label their emotions 
for them so they can start to do that themselves, and then they'll start coming to you. "I'm angry. I'm 
frustrated," and that gives you a starting point. 
 
>> So typically, I am projecting that, by the time children are leaving my classroom, when they are 5 
years old, that they will have the skills that they need to be able to identify the problem on their own. 
But when they come into my classroom as brand-new 3-year-olds, we're working on that skill at a very 
foundational level, and so it is okay if you have seen this whole crisis go down for you to approach 
children and ask them about identifying the problem, and if they can't verbalize it to you, it is okay for 
you to say, "Well, I saw so-and-so take that truck. Is that the problem? Is that the problem that you need 
help solving?" And so sometimes they feel like we do need to give them some prompts in order to help 
facilitate the problem-solving process at a young age. It is okay, but the trick is you have to state the 
obvious. It can't be something that you read into. All of those biases that we talked about earlier need to 
kind of get pushed to the back so that we're able to only state the facts in the moment because, that 
way, we come to the most fair solution. And then these are the CSEFEL problem-solving cards that were 
used in that video clip, and we also use them at Hort Woods. We have a copy here. The children in my 
classroom are explicitly taught the different photos on the cards, and they're taught how to use them, 
where to find them in our classroom, where to find them when we're out on the playground, and so 
they have become very self-sufficient at using them as a resource for starting to solve their own 
problems. But at the beginning, we go through them together in a similar way to the video that you saw 
where we encourage them to try one solution. If it doesn't work, move on to the next. So we also like to 
talk to kids once they've decided on a solution about making a prediction about how it's going to play 
out. So when they come up with a solution, especially if it hasn't been generated by the solution cards, 
"Is it safe? Is it fair? How is the other person going to feel," just because we want to start building skills 
associated with empathy, and we also want to give them the ability to kind of think about the 
consequences that will be coming down the line, and so making those predictions helps them to really 
decide if this is a good fit for both individuals involved. And then the last step is trying the solution, and 
you saw a lot of positive feedback given to Laricia in that video. And so when I am praising children, I try 
to be very, very specific when I'm giving feedback, and I also try to have children see themselves as 
problem solvers. I think that that's a really powerful thing in our classroom. We celebrate children who 
are problem solvers. It's a way of earning a Warm Fuzzy in our classroom if you're a problem solver. Our 
expectations are that children are helpful, that they are safe, and they are respectful, and problem-
solving falls in line with all of those expectations.  
 



>> And that's something we can start with the toddlers as well. They want to know that you are proud of 
them, and I try to encourage them to be proud of themselves, not to expect me to be proud of them, 
but, "You should be proud of yourself. You worked that out." We had, and I'm sure other toddler 
teachers are familiar with, children who are biting. Their first response in the middle of an argument is 
to bite their friend, and when you get to the point that you've worked past that, and they've solved their 
problem without using their teeth, "You did a great job. I'm really proud of you. You should be proud of 
yourself." 
 
>> Here's another classroom resource that we use. This is a problem-solving steps guide. It's also 
available from the CSEFEL website for download. I think it comes in English and Spanish, and having 
supports like this in your classroom allows children to be a little bit more independent as they're 
working through this process. They can go over and follow through the steps as they get a little older 
without as much support. So this is my biggest pet peeve in life. When children are working through 
social problem situations, we talked a little bit before about being respectful means accepting children's 
resolutions. If children have decided on a resolution and you are not there to help them negotiate it, if 
both parties are happy with the resolution even if you think someone negotiated against their own 
interests, please don't undo it. Let it stand. Praise the process. So often, you know, the 3-year-olds in my 
classroom think that bigger numbers are better. So the 5-year-olds will be like, "I'll give it to you in 5 
minutes," and a 3-year-old will say, "No, 10," and they're like, "All right." And then, of course, the 5-
year-old goes, "Deal." Okay. Are you happy? You're happy? Great. We're all moving on, and then we'll 
have a conversation later about whether five or 10 is better. What you can do though is if you are 
involved in that problem-solving process and you're in the middle of the negotiation and you can see 
that it's a little askewed, you can really emphasize that maybe it seems a little unfair as children are 
working through the process. At that point, you do have the power maybe to make some tweaks, but 
once the deal is done, it's done. Did you want to talk about this a little bit, or do you want ... 
 
>> We found ... wow, not that we found it. We knew it was there. But problem-solving does fall in the 
early learning standards, and it usually starts with the younger toddlers, and they fall in the continuum. 
And then the same standards go through the preschool, and it just gets a little bit more complicated as 
you go along. 
 
>> Let me say the preschool standards. So when we're working with social problem-solving in our 
classroom, we're working in multiple domains. Children are using the approaches to learning domain. 
They're using social studies. They're using language. They're working through social-emotional pieces, so 
we just wanted to give you kind of a little bit of a glimpse about how when you're working on this, this 
fits into curriculum. And for us, social-emotional development is a large piece of our curriculum. We 
spend a lot of time working on these skills in order to support PBIS and to make our community 
friendlier, warmer. All right. So we're going to look at some foundational skills. So we kind of 
deconstructed problem-solving. Nancy and I were really thinking about, "Well, what skills do children 
need? You're not just automatically a problem solver. There's a lot that actually goes into it," and so this 
is the list that we came up with, that children need persistence. They need to be able to come back to 
something and to keep trying. They need to be able to take risks. They need to be confident in their 
abilities as problem solvers, and they need to be resilient. It's not always going to work out the way that 
they hope it will. Self-regulation plays a huge role. You have to be able to work with some self-control, 
and in times, you're going to need to be able to delay gratification. You're not always going to get 
immediate reinforcement. Even if you do all of the right things, it may not totally work out. You need 
some strong communication skills. Children need to practice listening and speaking, and for some of our 
infant, toddler and preschool classrooms at Hort Woods, sign language is a strong skill that we try to 



give them to facilitate communication, and you need friendship skills. You need to recognize others' 
feelings and have some empathy. You need emotional literacy to be able to identify a whole range of 
emotions, and you need to understand concepts related to things like fairness and compromise, and I 
would add also reciprocity to that list. So we're going to go through them a little bit more, and we're 
going to talk about how we build those different skills. So this one is focusing on persistence, and how 
do we support the building of persistence in our classrooms? Teachers can support learning in this area 
in a lot of different ways. And so even though these aren't necessarily fully social-emotional suggestions 
that we're offering you, they're still working at that same underlying skill. When you present a material 
in your classroom and give children multiple opportunities to interact with it, they are building 
persistence. When you help them to see that their success is connected to the efforts that they've made 
in different areas, that's a way of helping to promote persistence. When we scaffold children's learning 
and we help them to be successful by working within their zone of proximal development, that is a way 
of helping to build persistence. The more successful they feel, the more they're going to come back and 
try working at harder and harder skills. When we offer them opportunities where we've activated their 
prior knowledge and we have them build on connections they've already made, that's a great way of 
helping to build persistence, and when we reframe challenges to help children recognize that problem 
solving is an opportunity. So when children have a growth mind-set, they have this way of framing 
problems not as necessarily something that is negative but as an opportunity for them to grow as 
learners, and that's something that we really try to promote in Room To Grow. There's some really great 
articles about growth mind-sets for early childhood, and if you want them, I didn't meet the deadline for 
putting them online, but I would be more than happy to e-mail them to you, and I'll give you my e-mail 
at the end. I'm giving that one to you. 
 
>> I was going to go back to persistence just for a second, and it's not necessarily ... Well, for some 
toddlers, it's something they've got in spades, and for other toddlers, they give up pretty easily. So it's 
something that we do need to encourage, and not all teachers are as persistent as they could be with 
the kids. It's a lot easier sometimes just to do it for them than it is to get them to build that skill, but 
since we have the children for 3 years, we usually like to try and start as early as we can to get them to 
be as independent as possible, and one good way to do that is, if they're practicing a skill, to build that 
into your curriculum. If you're trying to get them to put their boots on to go outside, have them dress 
their dolls or put boots in your dramatic place area, and then they can practice doing that when there's 
not a time constraint to it. It doesn't matter how long it takes them when they're doing it in dress-up, 
and a lot of times, they're a little bit more motivated to do it that way, too. But then you know whether 
they can do it or not, so when they bring you their boots at outside time, you can say, "I saw you do that 
this morning. Go ahead and give it a try." Self-regulation also is not necessarily a word you associate 
with toddlers either, but it is something that they are learning. They're all striving to be independent, 
and they want to be as independent as they can. They're just not always really good at it. And again, you 
have everyday experiences in your classroom where you can start to build on this, and it's okay to make 
them wait sometimes. And again, with our wide range of ages, sometimes the big kids have to wait. 
"This baby needs a bottle, and I can't help you right now, but I'll get there," and they can wait, and you 
can also give them opportunities to help each other. A lot of times, our older children are very willing to 
help the younger kids, and they get to show off their skills, and they get to help somebody. We give 
them as many opportunities as we can to make their own choices. "You still need a diaper change, but I 
can do it now, or I can do it in a couple minutes. You can be next, or you can come right now," and they 
still get to make a choice. "You get your diaper changed." They get to make the choice when it happens. 
But one of my big pet peeves is people who give children a choice when they really don't have it. So if 
they don't have a choice in the matter, don't let them think that they do. And the last one, it says it's 
also important for children to recognize when they need help and find good sources of support. 



Sometimes, we seem to encourage the children to let us know that they need help, but they do need to 
know that, "It's okay to need help sometimes, and we are here to help you, and we will help you."  
 
>> We also have a lot of tools that we use to assist children with self-regulation, and we are going to 
come back to that in a little bit. The next piece is about communication skills. Children need 
communication skills in order to participate in social problem-solving types of activities, but they look 
very different depending on what age level you're working with. So we're really working with children 
on some foundational concepts. Again, we're looking to engage with them in conversations, and we are 
modeling good communication skills when we're down on their level, when we're making eye contact, 
when we're showing them that we're actually interested in what they have to say, when they're showing 
them reciprocity in conversations. "It's my turn, and then it's your turn." Preschool children are a little 
bit, you know, more capable of being able to tell stories and to add emotional vocabulary into those 
kinds of things, and so, often, my kids will come in on Monday morning. I get the boo-boo report at 8 
o'clock every Monday morning, and everyone has to come in and show me their Band-Aids and tell me 
exactly what happened and how they felt about it and what they're going to do differently next time, 
perfect. So they have worked on a lot of different communication skills to be able to operate at that 
level. Hort Woods has embedded sign language into a lot of our classrooms, and so we support the 
development of language at a very early age. We also kind of differentiate how we use sign language in 
our classrooms. So I have a sibling classroom that is an infant toddler room. All of the children within 
that infant toddler classroom will eventually come to me. My partner over here, Rochelle, her children 
will learn signs that usually have to do with needs and wants and animals and colors and things like that, 
but when children come to my classroom, it's going to look very different. So this is the list of preschool 
signs that we're using. And for us, the reason we use sign language is actually to support classroom 
management, and it's a way that we've supported PBIS in giving children opportunities to communicate 
with each other when they're so frustrated that they don't have words. They've been given a list of 
emotions that they can work through, but we also use them too to cue children in so that when they're 
working on social problem-solving, if we can kind of stand back a little bit and give a sign as a cue to a 
child who seems to be struggling, we find that to be a really supportive practice. And so some of the 
signs that children in our classroom work with are things like using friendly words, saying please and 
thank you. They wait. They're careful. They're helping. We talk about sharing. We talk about trading. We 
ask children sometimes when you can see that they're so frustrated they just want to pop that we tell 
them, "You need to use your words." We tell them to stop, and sometimes we sign breathe. "You need 
to take a breath and calm down." We tell them that working their problem is a good way of basically 
allowing us to remind them that social problem-solving steps are the route that they need to follow. We 
also give them prompts for my turn and your turn. We ask them to look and listen when someone is 
talking to them. We have given them signs for fair and unfair. And we've also kind of gone through this 
repertoire where, at circle time, we can kind of give children some feedback about their behavior there. 
So we have this great book that my kids love. It's called "My Mouth Is A Volcano," and so this little boy 
erupts, and so my kids have this sign where when they see a teacher sign volcano, they know that 
they're erupting, and it's time for them to refocus. Go ahead, Matt. 
 
>> Is there a site or something that you can recommend for maybe visuals or videos for signing and to 
learn how to do that or American sign or ... 
 
>> Yeah. Signing Savvy is one that actually shows you signing in motion so that you can repeat what 
they're doing. We also use the "Signing For Kids" book as a resource. In state college, Matternville 
School often does sessions in the fall. It's three sessions that you can sign up for, and they do a bunch of 
different classes. They're really awesome. There are also websites out there where you can get 



printables and things like that, and often, we share those with families. So when we're in a conference 
and a parent is talking with us about something that's happening at home, we've often given them 
strategies. So one of the things we do for our kids who get really, really emotional off the bat is we give 
them three steps: that they need to stop, they breathe, and they use words. And we prompt them with 
those signs, and so we've given those signs to families as a way of kind of having some collaboration 
between home and school. That consistency really is helpful, and then these are the signs that our infant 
toddlers typically know when they come to us.  
 
>> We've found that these are the most helpful, and we've added a few others in. Like Lori said, we 
work on some colors. We work on animals, but we have quite a variety of cultures and languages that 
are represented in our classroom, and we also, with the infant toddlers especially, have a lot of children 
who come in that have never been in care before. So we've found that the sign language kind of helps us 
be able to get the kids to respond to us more quickly than they're learning the words. We have a couple 
children who started this fall that they were able to show more and stop before they were able to use 
those words out loud, and we've also started just recently in our classroom, and the kids are starting to 
use the signs more for their emotions. We've been going through different emotions and using the ... 
We made felt faces and used them on the felt board, and the kids are beginning to be able to identify 
them pretty quickly. 
 
>> So now we're going to look at some friendship skills. So I think these are pretty self-explanatory. 
These are typically built by teachers modeling things like sharing and turn taking and that art of 
conversation, that give and take that we kind of talked about before. We also talked a little bit before 
about being fully present in conversations and making sure children know that you're listening when 
they're engaging with you in dialogue, really emphasizing the internal rewards that come when children 
are thinking of others. In my classroom, again, we use a Warm And Fuzzy Jar where children earn a 
Warm And Fuzzy for doing things that meet our expectations. Friendship skills fall within that, and my 
classroom also has put a tweak on the Warm And Fuzzy Jar. So children will give Warm And Fuzzies to 
each other. So if I give you one, you just get a random pom-pom, but if you do something really, really 
awesome for someone else, you get a friendly firework, which is this, like, sparkly, glittery pom-pom 
that looks really amazing, and kids are really working hard for those. That's something really special to 
be coveted. And then we're also kind of beginning to introduce those concepts related to fairness and 
what is fair and what isn't fair, which really takes a lot of negotiation. So we're really working on those 
skills, too.  
 
>> And again, my dear little toddlers, being friendly is not always top of their list. They're in it for 
themselves, and that's their job, but it's also our job to help them start to think about the other children 
in their classroom. We have 16 children in our room, so when you have 16 small friends that are trying 
to share space, you have to think about the other kids. And it's their job, too. They're struggling to 
become independent. They're trying to get away from us as adults and to stake their claim on the world, 
and now we're trying to pull them back in and say, "You need to help us take care of each other in the 
classroom," but you are able to do that and incorporate it in ways that you kind of sneak it in there. And 
when you ask them to help clean up the classroom, you're encouraging them to take care of their 
environment. When you ask them to help you do a job, "Can you take these bibs to the table while I do 
this," you're encouraging them to be part of the classroom, part of the family. 
 
>> Right. So we're going to look at some practices for building a supportive environment related to all of 
those skills that we just talked about, and the first piece that we're going to offer is using children's 
literature. Some of our colleagues did a presentation yesterday about using children's literature in the 



classroom to support PBIS, and so I think that that's really valuable. We're just following up on that a 
little bit with the way that, you know, problem-solving is something that you can take out of children's 
literature and frame for children. And so there are some books that are explicitly written to promote 
problem-solving, and there are others that are just classic pieces of children's literature that if you take 
time to frame for children, those elements are still in there, and so I know these are going to come out 
small, but I have some examples to offer you. If you would like a book list, CSEFEL has a great book list 
on there that kind of goes through all of these different areas of social-emotional development, and I 
would be happy to provide you one or Nancy if you wanted to e-mail us later. Supporting problem-
solving, these are some books that we found within our center. So "Ada Twist" and "Iggy Peck," if you 
haven't read these, these are really great books for working on problem-solving and persistence. "The 
Most Magnificent Thing" is one of my very favorite books. It's about a little girl who wants to build a 
contraption with all of these loose parts that she's accumulated, and it doesn't work out the first time, 
and she has to keep coming back to it. "Going Places" is a book, again, about engineering in a way where 
they're building this airplane, and they want it to fly. All of the "Elephant And Piggie" books, my kids are 
really in love with Mo Willems. We are really fascinated by all of his books, and so they offer a lot of 
great opportunities to talk about problem-solving with kids. This is one of my favorites, "A Big Guy Took 
My Ball!" That elephant thinks he's a really tough guy until he meets a whale. And then teaching 
persistence, books that focus on the idea of coming back to things over and over again, and so this one 
particular book, "What Do You Do With An Idea?" is one that I think is really, really powerful, and the 
illustrations in this story are just beautiful, and so when you're going through, this boy has this idea, 
which is in the form of a golden egg, and it's growing and growing and growing over time, but he doesn't 
really know what to do with it, and so that's a great one. Books that really focus on being able to do it, 
we're also really focused on anti-bias curriculum at Hort Woods, and so this book, "Emmanuel's Dream," 
is about a little boy who's very persistent. He has lost a leg, but he wants to participate in a bicycle race, 
and so that's a great way of incorporating some conversations about disabilities and persistence and the 
way people overcome challenges. And "Rosie Revere," I love her too. Supporting self-regulation, the 
"Hands Are Not For Hitting" books, there's a whole series: "Words Are Not For Hurting," "Feet Are Not 
For Kicking." You name it. It's in there. Those are pretty awesome. The book "Hands Can" is a really great 
way of putting a positive focus on what children can do with their hands as opposed to the things that 
they can't. "Decibella" and "My Mouth Is A Volcano" are really great books about helping children to 
kind of regulate their volume a little bit. "Interrupting Chicken," I have a lot of interrupting chickens in 
my classroom. And so that one has been one that we really, really enjoy. So these are really great, books 
about feelings in general can really fall into this category. Friendship skills are another one, and again, 
the Mo Willems books are great. We were talking just a second ago about multicultural books and anti-
bias curriculum. We have this book "Yo! Yes?" here, which focuses on friendship between multiracial 
kids, and so that's a really great way of kind of bringing some of that into these conversations about 
problem-solving. "Frog and Toad" are, like, awesome friends, so I think they're always a good go-to. 
There are book series that you can buy.  You can see this one down at the bottom, "Share and Take 
Turns." Those come with a set of, like, 10 books that all focus on different social-emotional concepts. 
And the "Llama Llama" books are favorites in Room To Grow also. Growth mind-set, these are books 
about ... And some of these, actually, I use in my Steam presentations, too. The "Beautiful Oops!" and 
"The Dot," it's about recognizing that something is hard, feeling like you can't do it, that it's not working 
out and then having a really positive outcome. So I'm sure you've heard a lot about social stories and 
things like that in the past. You can get them from the CSEFEL website, again, but we tend to make our 
own, and we tend to really personalize them. So when there are children in our classrooms that are 
working through problem-solving situations and we realize that there's a place where they're a little bit 
stuck, that's an opportunity for us to create a story, and so one of the social challenges we have in my 
classroom is that dramatic play is everybody's favorite. And so in my classroom, we have decided that 



limiting the number of children who can play in that space isn't an option because that's adults deciding 
how to solve the problem and not children coming to a resolution. And so we talked with a full group 
about what we were going to do about this, and so finally, our decision was that we were going to ask 
ourselves some questions, and the questions were, is there room for my body? Are there materials for 
me to use? Do I like the play that's happening there? And so we made a social story with input from the 
kids in my classroom to help them remember when they were going over and looking at this full space 
that there were some questions that they needed to go through and answer before they made a 
commitment to play in there, and often, after kind of thinking those things through, some of the kids 
decided, "I don't want to be there. It's a little too crowded. I'm going to work over here, and when it 
thins out, I'll come back." So these are really, really great for helping children to understand social 
situations, and sometimes we also create them in alignment with children who have IEPs and things like 
that in our classroom to support them, especially as they're working through conflict with peers. 
 
>> We made a social story for one of our toddlers who was having trouble coming into the classroom in 
the morning. It's a funny story. It makes me laugh if it didn't make him cry so hard. He had just turned 2, 
and the doctor had told his family that they could turn him around in his car seat so that he could now 
face forwards, and he wanted to continue to ride in the car. He didn't want to have to get out and come 
into school, and so when they pulled into the parking lot, he knew the ride was over, and he started to 
scream and proceeded to scream all the way down the hall, and our classroom is at the very end of the 
hallway. So it was a long trip. Everybody knew when he had arrived at school every day. So we made a 
social story that started with the parking lot. "When you get here, you get out of the car. You hold Mom 
and Dad's hand, and you walk into the classroom," and so it helped him be a little bit more successful 
and want to still come into school every morning without screaming. 
 
>> So we also like to really focus on cooperation, and Nancy and I were kind of brainstorming some of 
the activities that we've used to foster that in our classrooms, and some of you are probably already 
doing a lot of these things, but we thought we'd offer you just what was kind of rattling around in our 
brains, and then maybe if you have any ideas to add to this list, you could contribute those to us 
because we're always open. But one of the first things that we thought of was collaborative painting, the 
idea of having children come together at the easel with one canvas and a set of paints that they needed 
to work together to decide what they were going to create, and they needed to negotiate for materials 
using friendly words and practice turn taking and sharing and things like that. And we also talked about 
paired building experiences where children are working together in the block area to create a structure. 
Sometimes, they create building plans ahead of time that they're each contributing ideas to, and then 
they work together to build that structure over some time. Big body play, some of you were just in the 
big-body-play presentation next door, I'm sure, and so that is a great way of helping children to build a 
lot of skills related to cooperation. It also gives them an opportunity to work on leadership skills, to 
really think about their own personal boundaries, practicing respecting the boundaries of others. There 
are a lot of great pieces of social-skill building in big body play. Reading with a friend, we have some 
readers in my classroom, some pretty amazing readers. And even children who maybe are not reading 
the words on the page are able to sit together and look through a book and tell the story based on the 
illustrations that they're seeing. We utilize family-style dining, and so we are having some great 
conversations at our lunch tables, and we're talking about, you know, passing foods and sharing things, 
and that's a great time for us to kind of come together and practice those communication skills that we 
talked about earlier where an adult is sitting there really intently focused on the conversation of the 
child that they're interacting with and really kind of modeling that reciprocity. The Warm and Fuzzy Jar, 
the other fancy thing about our Warm and Fuzzy Jar is that, in Room To Grow, we can earn a Jumbo 
Fuzzy, and Jumbo Fuzzies fill our jar faster than small Fuzzies. A Jumbo Fuzzy is earned by using 



teamwork, and so when our entire classroom is, let's say, cleaned up, and we're ready to go outside, our 
class has earned a Jumbo Fuzzy, and so we celebrate things related to teamwork in that way. We also do 
a lot of board games and relay races where we're partnering kids. We do some cooperative puzzle-
making. Parachutes are super fun. We utilize scavenger hunts where children are working together with 
one sheet so that they're kind of negotiating who's going to use what material and leading each other 
and kind of taking turns being the leader of their group. And then we also utilize a lot of peer modeling, 
and one of the ways we do that in my classroom is with the iPad. So we often put out challenges for kids 
that are really, really tricky. So we have this cool game. It's called Suspend. It's a Melissa & Doug game 
where you have to, like, balance these wires, and it's really about weight distribution and balance, and 
my 3-year-olds really struggle with it, but my 5-year-olds have totally figured it out, so we used our iPad 
to videotape the 5-year-olds talking through their strategy, and we set it on the table with the Suspend 
game so that the 3-year-olds could come over, and if they needed some tips, they could just hit play and 
get that feedback from some of the older kids, and so that was a way for our older kids to really kind of 
take on a leadership role of teaching somebody else, and it was a way for those younger kids to get a 
skill that they were still trying to build.  
 
>> And all of these activities too, in addition to encouraging cooperation, also are building opportunities 
for you to work with the kids on how to delay their gratification, to wait a little bit and take turns 
because  not everybody can paint at the same time. Not everybody can do big body play at the same 
time. So sometimes, you just have to wait.  
 
>> We're going to show you some of our other toys that are up here. So persona dolls are a great way 
for helping children to work through conflict. We actually don't have a persona doll in my classroom. We 
have an Elephant and a Piggie puppet, and so we're big fans. We use those, and sometimes Elephant 
and Piggie reenact situations that have happened in our classroom, and sometimes we revisit conflicts 
that have been worked out, and we allow other children the opportunity to give feedback on strategies 
they may have implemented to solve that problem just as a way of kind of providing more information 
in case it is something that pops up again. We can kind of build on that the next time. So puppets and 
persona dolls are both great for those. We use a lot of conversations. I was telling you that my kids like 
to debate politics. Well, one day, one of my kids was sitting in the circle, and we were reading a book 
about frogs, and he said, "Lori, Donald Trump is not fair," and I was like, "Oh, no. Okay," and then I said, 
"You know, we're reading a book about frogs. Could you hold onto that, and we can talk about it when 
we're done at circle?" And he said, "He is not a good friend," and I was like, "Oh, no. Okay." So then 
other kids are starting to join in this conversation, and so I decided that we were going to have a 
conversation not necessarily so much about politics but about what it looks like to be a good friend and 
what it looks like to be fair, and they can judge for themselves based on the criteria that I gave them 
what they think about all the rest. But I realized that, really, these ideas of friendship and fairness are 
playing out in every aspect of these kids' lives, and so all of these pieces of information that they're 
getting about social problem-solving are really kind of bouncing around in there, and they're working 
them out at different levels. They're applying them to different areas of their lives. So reenactments, our 
teachers sometimes reenact conflicts in our classroom. We use a lot of books. We explicitly teach 
strategies. We offer children the opportunity to use a quiet space. Raise your hand if you have a quiet 
space. Great. So the quiet space in my classroom is an opportunity for children to work one-on-one with 
a teacher. When we assist somebody to the quiet space, they're typically going over there because we 
know that they're needing some resources to be able to self-regulate or to work through a problem. And 
so when they get over there, there are a host of materials there for them to use as supports. If you need 
to throw a beanbag because you are so angry that that's what your body is telling you, you need to do, I 
have beanbags for you to throw in a basket, but you may not throw that block at so-and-so's head. I 



have some beanbags over there that are weighted that children sometimes like to put around their neck 
if they're feeling angry or frustrated, or sometimes they'll put on their laps. We have fidgets for them to 
play with. The children in my classroom have gotten to the point where they each seem to know what 
really works for them, and they'll walk over and choose their tool after being taught how to use each 
one of them. The other thing that we are using as a tool is this Emotion-Os game that I have over here, 
and so it's a dominoes game, but it's helping children to learn about their emotions. It has different 
faces. We also connect that to sign language and helping children to see the faces and then associate it 
with the sign, and feelings masks are another way that we have given children the ability to 
communicate their feelings when they're missing words, and so these are some of the masks that are in 
my classroom. So if you don't have a word to tell me how you're feeling, you can show me. She looks 
pretty sad, doesn't she? Yeah. Love her. So, Nancy, did you have anything that you wanted to add?  
 
>> We use a lot of teethers in our classroom. We are lucky enough to have a little kitchen space, and we 
have a full-size refrigerator, and what most people use as their meat drawer we have full of cold 
teethers and things to chew on, and we found that not only do they help with boo-boos, but they do 
kind of solve a lot of problems that some of the children are going through. We have one little boy that, 
for some reason, he likes to lay on his friends, and giving him a teether kind of gives him a little bit of 
distraction. We have some that have some sensory knobs to them, and he's able to use those, and so we 
found that they work all sorts of miracles.  
 
>> Awesome. Well, that's about all that we have for you today. I wanted to give you though the 
opportunity to have our e-mail addresses in case you wanted any further resources, any articles, a list of 
books. So I am lrs25@psu.edu, and I would be happy to provide you with any materials I can to support 
your problem-solving goals. 
 
>> All right. Thank you. Another hand again for Lori and Nancy. Thank you so much. 
 
>> Thanks for having us. 
 
 
 


