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The Process of Problem Solving 
The goal of many mentoring programs is to impart life skills to the youth. One important component of life skills is 

the ability to set positive goals and deal effectively with conflict. There is a limit to how effectively life skills can be 

taught without giving young people an opportunity to actively engage in practicing skills. 

The Across Ages program, an evidence-based model project (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration), utilizes the Social Competence Promotion Program for 

Young Adolescents (Weissberg, Caplan, Bennett, & Stroud, 1990. New Haven CT. Yale University Press.), which 

empowers young people to take responsibility as problem solvers. 

The problem-solving process consists of six steps: 

1. Stop, calm down, and think before you act. 

2. State the problem and how you feel. 

3. Set a positive goal. 

4. Think of lots of solutions. 

5. Think ahead to the consequences. 

6. Go ahead and try the best plan. 

Mentors can also use the problem-solving model to address issues that may arise with mentees. For example: 

A mentor, Mr. C., describes his frustration and anger when his mentee, George, behaved very badly 

on the subway returning home from a basketball game. This was the third time in two weeks that 

this type of thing had occurred. Mr. C. was concerned because some of the behavior was both 

inappropriate and unsafe, such as trying to pry open the subway doors when the train was in 

motion. 

Mr. C. made it a point to visit the mentee’s classroom regularly and stay in touch with his teachers. 

The reports on his progress and behavior, which had been more positive when they first got 

together, were dismal and disappointing. The mentor found himself making threats (“I can’t trust 

you”; “I’ll never take you anywhere again”). He realized this was the kind of experience the boy had 

with most adults and knew this was not a good tactic. He genuinely wanted to make a difference for 

this young man. Together with the program coordinator and some of his fellow mentors, he applied 

the problem-solving process to his dilemma. 

Step 1: Stop, calm down, and think before you act. 

Mr. C. was calm, although he admitted he had not been the last time he and George had been together. He 

reminded himself how important it was to model this type of behavior for the child. “I realize it’s important for 

me to act the way I want him to act.” 

Step 2: State the problem and how you feel. 

“The problem is George is acting badly in school and also sometimes when he is with me. I feel angry, upset, and 

disappointed.” 



Step 3: Set a positive goal. 

“I want to help George do better. He’s a smart boy and I know he really has a lot going for him.” 

Step 4: Think of lots of solutions. (Mentors helped Mr. C. generate solutions.) 

• Talk to George’s mother. 

• Talk to school guidance counselor. 

• Tell George you (Mr. C.) will not see him until you get a better report. 

• Spend more time with George in the classroom. 

• Set a goal with George. Have him “earn” a trip with you—something he chooses that he really wants to do. 

• Request a second mentee who will set an example for George when you all go out together. 

Step 5: Think ahead to the consequences. 

• “If I talk to George’s mother, she will put him on punishment and then he really won’t trust me.” 

• “If I talk to the school guidance counselor, she will think I’m a failure at this mentoring business. She was the one 

who recommended that George have a mentor in the first place.” 

• “If I tell George I won’t see him until I get a better report, I think he’ll feel like I’m just another adult who gave up 

on him.” 

• “If I spend time with George in the classroom, it could go both ways. He might feel I was paying attention to him 

because I really cared, or he might feel I didn’t trust him.” 

• “If we decide together on a trip—I know he loves hockey and he’s always wanted to go to the Spectrum to see a 

game—he might really work on his behavior. I know I can’t make it too long a time; maybe two weeks of good 

reports from his teachers and following through every day on something to help his mom.” 

• “If I ask for another mentee, I think George would give up. He’s always being compared to other kids who act 

better than he does.” 

Step 6: Go ahead and try the best plan. 

“I think I’ll try two things: We’ll work together on setting a goal around changing his behavior and I’ll 

spend time with him in the classroom. The kids usually love it when I come in.” 

Source: Andrea Taylor and Jeanette Bressler, “Mentoring across Generations: Powerful Partners for Positive Youth 

Development” Kluwer/Plenum Press. New York. 2000. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  



 


