
Routines for Long-Term Results
TEACHING HOW TO THINK FLEXIBLY ~ SOLVE PROBLEMS

OPTIONS TIPS & PHRASES

TIP:
See list of games that promote flexible thinking below. 

1. Play games to teach flexible thinking

Children (even older ones) learn best through play 
and experience. Teaching through games flexes their 
“flexible thinking” muscle. 

2. Teach the language of problem solving

Teaching and modeling them simple phrases to use 
will make it more likely that they’ll try to solve 
problems instead of getting frustrated in the 
moment. 

3. Practice problem solving 

TIP: Model out loud what it looks like to solve a problem: 
“Shoot, I can’t figure this out. I’m going to read the directions 
one more time.” 

TIP: Use this phrase to teach them how to solve almost any 
interpersonal problem. 
“Solving problems often starts with, ‘Can I please…?’ or ‘Can 
you please…?’” 

A major reason for kids’ Yuck is that they have trouble handling it if things don’t go the way they imagined. 
Teaching them to think flexibly and solve problems can help them handle it when things don’t go their way.

TIP: It’s very easy to have fun while practicing problem 
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WHAT DO I DO IF…?

…My child refuses to think flexibly or solve problems?
Consider ruling out any issues that prevent them from being flexible. Some children struggle with this 
skill due to processing  or developmental issues. Talk to your child’s pediatrician for suggestions or to rule out 
any issues. 

Deposit into the relationship. Sometimes children refuse to do what you ask as a way to feel a sense of 
control. The stronger your relationship, the more likely they are to do what you ask. Making “deposits” 
(see list of suggestions in this “Routines” section) is a great way to strengthen your relationship. 

3. Practice problem solving 

Problem solving is a skill that must be practiced. If 
you want your kids to solve problems and be flexible 
when they’re upset, they must practice this skill (or 
they will default to feeling frustrated). 

4. Celebrate flexible thinking and/or problem 
solving

Point out and be enthusiastic about the times
when they do use these skills.

TIP: It’s very easy to have fun while practicing problem 
solving. Come up with random “problems” and see how 
many solutions you can identify: 

“…You have to go to the bathroom on an airplane but the 
bathrooms are occupied. What are all the things you can 
do?”
“You meet a stranger and want to talk to them, but they 
don’t speak your language. What are all the things you can 
do?”

Here is a document that lists games that teach flexible thinking. 

PHRASES FOR YOUNGER KIDS: “Wow! I loved your solution 
to that problem” or “I love how you looked at that 
differently!” 

PHRASES FOR OLDER KIDS: “Hey, I wouldn’t have thought of 
that solution. It was a good one.” 


