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SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING
Lesson 18: Problem-Solving

Lesson Objectives
• Practice evaluating options and 

consequences when faced with 
a problem

• Apply problem-solving steps to 
example scenarios

Unit
1. Self-Awareness
2. Self-Management
3. Social Awareness
4. Relationship Skills
5. Responsible Decision-Making

Manual Information
Grades K-2
Social and Emotional Learning
5 Units 
20 Lessons

What You’ll Need
Access Lesson Agenda, accompanying Google Slide Deck and 
Resource PDFs under What You’ll Need on our website. 

Print:

 � How Big Are My Feelings? 

Prepare to display: 

 � How Big Are My Feelings? - 
Winston and Cleo

Lesson Overview
1. Mindful Check-In
2. Review and Introduction to Problem-Solving
3. Problem-Solving Steps
4. Problem-Solving Practice
5. Wrap-Up and Mindful Check-Out

  

Lesson 18:

Problem-Solving
Estimated Time: 30 minutes

http://trailstowellness.org
https://trailstowellness.org/materials/social-and-emotional-learning/curriculum/k-2/unit-5/lesson-18
https://storage.trailstowellness.org/trails-2/resources/how-big-are-my-feelings.pdf
https://storage.trailstowellness.org/trails-2/resources/how-big-are-my-feelings-winston-and-cleo.pdf
https://storage.trailstowellness.org/trails-2/resources/how-big-are-my-feelings-winston-and-cleo.pdf


TRAILStoWellness.org
© Copyright 2018 The Regents of the University of Michigan. All Rights Reserved.
Last edited: 09/27/2022

Mindful Check-In
(5 minutes)

Explain: Let’s take a few minutes to check in with how Winston and Cleo are feeling 
today. Afterward, we’ll take some time to pay attention to what we’re feeling and the size 
of that feeling.

Do: Project How Big Are My Feelings? - Winston and Cleo and circle the small mad faces 
for both Winston and Cleo.

Explain: Winston and Cleo both circled the small mad faces today. They are feeling 
things that are similar to being mad, including annoyed and frustrated. They have many 
decisions to make today and they are not sure how to decide on what to do. As a class, 
we will help Winston and Cleo learn how to make good decisions. 

Do: Hand out How Big Are My Feelings? worksheet. Instruct students to complete 
it individually. If time allows, encourage volunteers to share their feelings with the 
larger group.

Review and Introduction to Problem-Solving
(2 minutes)

Explain: In previous lessons, we learned and talked about ways to be good friends. 

• Today, we are going to learn about how to solve a problem. All day long, we are 
solving problems, like: I need to get dressed! What clothes and shoes will I wear? I 
need to eat! What will I have for breakfast? 

• Knowing what to do when we have a problem can be hard. Let’s talk more about 
problem-solving today.

Problem-Solving Steps
(10 minutes)

Ask: “What are some tough problems you’ve had or hard or choices you’ve had to make?” 

Explain:

• We all have to face big and little problems every day.
• Big problems can make us feel big feelings, like sad, lonely, or scared. 
• The good news is that we already know some steps to solving problems and we 

have friends and adults who can help, too!

Do: Write the following steps (from the Dealing with Conflict lesson) on the board as you 
review each step:

1. Pause
2. Breathe (belly breaths)

http://trailstowellness.org
https://storage.trailstowellness.org/trails-2/resources/how-big-are-my-feelings-winston-and-cleo.pdf
https://storage.trailstowellness.org/trails-2/resources/how-big-are-my-feelings.pdf
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3. Think
4. Choose

Explain: We can use the same steps we learned to use when dealing with conflict when 
dealing with any other problem! When we have a problem, we can pause, breathe, and 
then THINK about these “C” questions:

• Can I solve this on my own, or do I need help?
• Consequences: What choice results in the highest number of good consequences?

Explain: Making small decisions every day helps us practice making decisions for when 
we face bigger problems. Let’s help Winston and Cleo solve some of the problems 
they’re facing.

Developmental Adaptation

For more developmentally advanced classes, add in this additional “C” question in the 
middle of the other two for students to consider in the “think” stage when solving a 
problem. Choices: What are at least two choices I have?

Discuss: As a large group, apply the above problem-solving steps to the following 
scenario: Cleo has been trying to learn a new trick but hasn’t been able to master it. She is 
feeling really frustrated and is getting really stuck! What can she do?

1. Pause
2. Breathe (belly breaths)
3. Think

a. 1st C: “Do I need help to solve this problem or can I solve it on my own?” (She 
could get help from a person who is good at doing tricks or from watching a 
video of someone doing those tricks.)

b. 2nd C: (Developmental Adaptation) Ask: What are at least two choices I have? 
(1. Ask for help from an expert; 2. Take a break/play with a friend; 3. Give up!)

c. 3rd C: What choice has the highest number of positive consequences? 
(Asking for help from an expert results in learning something new and 
possibly getting unstuck, while giving up results in feeling bad and not 
learning her new trick.)

4. Choose: Following the discussion, discuss as a large group which choice seems 
like the best option for Cleo using these steps.

Problem-Solving Practice
(10 minutes)  

Do: Break up the classroom into groups of four students and read the situations below, 
allowing a few minutes of discussion for each. Students will ask themselves these 
problem-solving questions: 

http://trailstowellness.org
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1. Do I need help or can I solve it on my own? 
2. [Developmental Adaptation] What are at least two choices I have? 
3. What choice has the highest number of good consequences?

As time allows, discuss at least one scenario as a large group, applying the steps and 
encouraging students to vote on the best choice that Winston or Cleo could make when 
faced with their problems.

Developmental Adaptation

For less developmentally advanced classes, discuss scenarios as a large group. 
Reinforce and repeat the problem-solving steps throughout the discussion, and allow 
students to come up with body movements to represent each step (pause, belly breathe, 
think, choose).

Situation 1 Cleo is very hungry. There are no snacks in the house she likes. What can 
Cleo do?

Situation 2 Winston wants to dig a hole in the backyard, but his parent just built a 
beautiful garden and he was told not to go back there. What can Winston do?

Situation 3 Winston wants Cleo to stop bossing him around and telling him how to best 
run after squirrels. What can Winston do?

Discuss: How did we decide which choice was best?

• When we’re facing tough problems like Winston and Cleo, our feelings and 
thoughts can be very big and it can be really hard to make a helpful choice. 

• We can PAUSE and then think through our decisions and their consequences in 
order to make the choice that makes us and others feel best. 

• Make sure to get help from an adult if you are unable to solve the 
problem yourself.

Wrap-Up and Mindful Check-Out
(3 minutes)  

Explain: We have to solve problems all day long; some are trickier than others. It is always 
helpful to pause and think about the helpful and unhelpful things that could happen with 
each option. 

• Remember: We can choose an action that results in the highest number of helpful 
consequences and the fewest number of unhelpful consequences. 

• When we can’t know which is best, we make the best choice we can. We can learn 
a lot from making choices and noticing their consequences. The more we practice 
making choices, the better we get at it! 

http://trailstowellness.org
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Discuss: Encourage students to look at their How Big Are My Feelings? worksheet that 
they completed at the beginning of class. Ask: What is your feeling and the size of your 
feeling right now? Has it changed?

Explain: Our feelings change all the time. When we find ourselves having a feeling we 
don’t like, we can even try to use problem-solving skills to figure out what will help us 
feel better!

http://trailstowellness.org
https://storage.trailstowellness.org/trails-2/resources/how-big-are-my-feelings.pdf
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After the Lesson
Use the below suggestions to incorporate these SEL skills into your classroom routines and/or 
academic content.

Integrating SEL and Instruction
• Encourage problem-solving when disagreements arise during lunch or on the playground. 

Have students think of what their options are and which one helps them both get what 
they want! Remind students to use their listening skills.

• Get students involved in problem-solving and decision-making in the classroom (e.g., 
selecting an activity to do during free time). Present the options students have regarding 
activities and group rules, and have the class use good communication skills to weigh the 
pros and cons and come to a classroom decision. 

Check out the TRAILS SEL: After the Lesson resource on the TRAILS website for additional 
suggestions for integrating SEL and instruction and extending the lesson for this lesson topic!

Extending the Lesson
• Watch Sticky Tape Simon’s Cat (0:58) and walk through the problem-solving steps with 

students, encouraging them to explore the cat’s options in this video and to decide on one 
appropriate action step to solve the problem.

Additional Resources

For Instructional Staff

• Article: 4 Tips On Teaching Problem-Solving (From A Student)

For Students

• Video: Making Decisions (1:23)
• Video: Read-Aloud - What Do You Do With a Problem (3:41)
• Video: Making Tough Choices with Kid President (4:59)

Resources for Caregivers and Families

• Smartphone Application: Breathe, Think, Do with Sesame - Video: Breathe, Think, Do with 
Sesame by Sesame Street (A video describing the app.)

http://trailstowellness.org
https://s3.amazonaws.com/sel.trailstowellness.org/resources/sel-after-the-lesson.docx
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tV3SWjrt2rE&list=PLetba6SInfkO9V3WvrbNZ6VoGSiRAFz75&index=175
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/4-tips-teaching-problem-solving-from-student-anna-pelletiere
https://storage.trailstowellness.org/trails-2/covid-19-resources/self-care-during-covid-19-for-student-support-professionals.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QlmEfeC1DO4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UrElYjbllTk
https://youtu.be/gdsCUExLE-Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-B6Rik-TA-Q&t
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=air.com.sesameworkshop.ResilienceThinkBreathDo&hl=en_US
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yu0YEii4FkQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yu0YEii4FkQ
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Adapting the Lesson
Use the below suggestions to modify this lesson for different pacing and virtual formats.

Modifying Lesson Pacing

Abbreviated Lesson

For a 15-minute lesson: Skip the review of How Big Are My Feelings? - Winston and Cleo and 
allow students to complete their Mindful Check-In individually.  Complete Problem-Solving Activity 
Situation 1 as a large group.

For a second, 15-minute follow-up lesson: Complete Problem-Solving Activity situation 2 and 3 as 
a large group.

Daily Instruction
For daily lessons after the initial delivery of this full lesson: Complete How Big are My Feelings? 
then share a daily example scenario that Winston and Cleo are facing that requires them to solve 
a problem. Encourage volunteers to share problems they experienced today (e.g., what they chose 
to eat for breakfast), and apply the problem-solving steps.  

To break-up this lesson over the week, use 10–15-minute daily increments:

Day  

1

Complete How Big are My Feelings? and Winston and Cleo’s example scenario from 
the Mindful Check-In. Introduce problem-solving and review steps to problem-solving, 
applying them to one Winston and Cleo example from Problem-Solving Practice.

Day 

2
Complete How Big are My Feelings?, finish Problem-Solving Steps and choose one 
example from the Problem-Solving Practice section to discuss as a large group, applying 
the problem-solving steps.

Day  

3
Complete How Big are My Feelings? Complete the problem-solving activity in Problem-
Solving Practice for the remaining situation or in a situation that has recently come up in 
the classroom.

Day  

4
Complete How Big are My Feelings? and Extending the Lesson activity.

Day  

5
Complete How Big are My Feelings? and present students with two options for how to 
spend SEL time today (e.g., watching a video, walking through another scenario, coming 
up with a song for the problem-solving steps) and encourage them to use their problem-
solving steps to make a choice. 

http://trailstowellness.org
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Adapting Lesson for Virtual Formats
• To adapt Problem-Solving Practice, complete the discussion and scenarios as a large 

group. Instead of one of the scenarios provided, consider offering your own problem that 
may need to be solved. Present the students with a fake scenario (“Oh, I am trying to 
load my video and it’s not working. I’m wondering what I can do now; I’m feeling a little 
frustrated.”) and walk through the live problem as a large group using the problem-solving 
steps outlined in the lesson. 

• Consider limiting the number of scenarios discussed in Problem Solving Practice and 
replace one with the Extending the Lesson activity, applying the problem-solving steps to 
the cat’s scenario.

http://trailstowellness.org
http://trailstowellness.org

