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2.7 Problem-Solving Practices

INTRODUCTION

solving skills . The skills in this domain are those for creating plans, ensuring actions are progressing toward 

desired ends, and solving the challenges and problems that stand in the way. The projects youth conduct within 

youth achieving their goal.

These skills for real-world problem solving are vital for important life tasks, including being able to adapt to 

life changes and maintaining mental health

out implicit rules, dealing with adults who may appear to have inconsistent rules and behaviors, or trying to 

communicate with two groups of people with divergent values and ways of thinking. These kinds of everyday 

on later. As they start doing projects, they begin learning the process of real-world goal pursuits: planning, 

backup plans . They learn that it is normal to have to practice new skills repeatedly until mastery is achieved . 
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

SET GOALS. 

PLANNING-ACTION CYCLES.  

 
and contingency planning.

 

circumstances in their work.

OUTCOMES VERIFY SKILLS.  
and verify youth skills.

note progress, and identify current challenges. 

STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

their projects. 

MODELING. 

SCAFFOLDING. 

 

youth space to struggle with challenges.

REFLECTION. 

work and to evaluate the impact and meaning of completed projects for both the youth and other stakeholders.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

SET GOALS. 

the program. These might be boat-building skills, outdoor survival skills, or skills necessary for producing a 

saw before this. I never used the table saw before this. I didn’t know nothing about tools. And then they 

band saws, they taught me how to use things like that.

conducting an orienteering program, our instructors walk the student through a demonstration about how 

program.

have a set designer, there’s blocking, set direction. That’s why we partnered up with the Milwaukee Film for 

the documentary. They learned how to set up lights. They learned how to strike a set.

The technical skills learned in the programs vary according to the projects, but each project presents an 

 

days, weeks, or months . First steps involve building relationships, learning skills, and planning. Whether the 

project is a community service learning project, theater production, or video, youth engage in deciding on a 

Later aspects of the project build on this early foundation. The completion of one step sets the stage for the 

time span is shorter, but the progression is similar as youth participants engage in a week-long wilderness trip 

real-world challenges, such as managing multiple components of work, learning new skills, communicating 

and coordinating work with team members, interacting with community members, navigating competing 

considerations, and identifying and overcoming technical problems. For details on the cumulative nature of the 
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PLANNING-ACTION CYCLES.  

 
and contingency planning.

project requirements and challenges and develop appropriate plans for them. Implementing their plans 

how to overcome obstacles to get back to their original plan or how to modify goals or strategies. In short, an 

iterative process of plan, practice, adjust forms the planning-action cycle.

At Wyman, initial planning begins formally with a needs assessment before generating ideas for a community 

service learning project. For Wyman, community service learning is a process in which youth are engaged from 

celebrating their success. Allison Williams, Senior Vice President, Programs at Wyman, said:

We were researching things for our younger kids to do or even just thinking about it and brainstorming. What 

are some things we used to do when we were kids? Is this something we’re going be interested in, like making 

a paper bird or coloring a page? Outweighing the good from the bad to see what works and what doesn’t. 

It was all about teamwork because everyone has ideas they’re trying to incorporate. It’s all about trying to 

compare and contrast and put them together so that it works.

In addition to brainstorming ideas for a project and selecting it, youth also must think about processes, 

strategic thinking about what should be included, resources needed, and the detailed strategies and methods to 

carry out their plans. At BGCGM, the youth planned a celebration at a park. La’Ketta Caldwell recalled:

and helped plan that. They planned roles for the emcee and for the community presentation. They helped write the 

the microphone, the boom mic? Who’s in charge of those sorts of things? Who’s going to help lead the icebreaker?

to the American Cancer Society to cook. If we separate it out, we’ll know we have everything.
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So formal planning and seeing the plot and how we’re going to set up the play are important, like which scene 

should they be the narrator? How are we going to process this to the audience, and how are they going to 

process to produce the right product.

and conundrums. Thinking through the logical consequences of decisions can prevent mistakes. At the time 

Who can change the situation? What motivates them to change the situation, and how do you use your 

and how do you use metrics? What’s the outcome and what does success look like? Being able to be trained 

in those principles and then apply them for the actual campaigns that we were running was really important.

The youth have to work and plan within constraints such as limited funding. A Wyman alumnus said:

to send down there. So everybody’s coming up with these big ideas, but we don’t have the funds to do the 

fundraiser to get the money. So it was all about let’s come up with some kind of fundraisers where we can 

actually took a trip down there as a group.

The practice and training the youth receive help them to anticipate problems and plan for the future. They 

are often able to transfer what they have learned in the program to their personal lives. The learning involves 

Okay, so I’ve got this choice. What would happen if I choose A? What would happen if I choose B? What are 

the outcomes of my decisions?

Wyman alumnus: It’s like breaking the problem down. You take the problem from the middle and work its 

way out, and I think it works better that way.
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TPP alumna: You don’t want to just jump to conclusions and start doing things without really having a plan. 

hope that things will just happen the way they do. I kind of learned how to plan things out. With my college 

safeties. Those particular things have really helped me to understand the importance of how to plan and 

then take action from that plan.

PLANNING-ACTION CYCLES.  

 

Repetition is critical to learning action skills. Applying the same skills over again to the same or to slightly varying 

situations deepens learnin

to iterate and evolve were central. The materials we use in this traditional wooden boatbuilding process 

 

In addition to repetition, PWBF also intentionally allows youth to try some new skills on their own. Andrew 

Cintron, a former participant and now Program Assistant at PWBF, described how he learned a number of things 

draw angles for a bevel joint on the boat without using a tool to create the angle:

for two days. It could have been done in like an hour. So with trial and error it ended up working out. Or once 

working around things like that. I tried, and some things worked and some things didn’t.

 

By going through this tedious process, he learned it more deeply. That made the process personal and valuable:

really bad. Like the boat didn’t sink, but I scratched it. They told me afterwards what I was doing wrong, but not 

on that day. So I learned that I was coming in too fast. When I tried the other way, I slowed way down coming to 

If a student decides not to wear their rain gear, the consequence is pretty natural. There could be 

when a group is not watching their map closely and pass their campsite. The instructors will allow this to 

be a teachable moment, which could mean the group has to continue paddling for several more miles, 

depending on the availability of campsites. Having to continue to paddle is a natural consequence that will 

help them learn from their mistake. This becomes a powerful lesson, especially if it has already been a long 

learning. It’s likely they won’t make the same mistake again.
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in which the plot, characters and dialogue of a game, scene, or story are made up in the moment, is by its nature 

static scene but learning how to become more adept at creative invention by trial and error and practice.

is to not say the right thing or to get the scene right. It is literally to just do whatever comes to your mind and 

creativity comes from.

For more on this concept, see the curriculum feature Safe Space.

PLANNING-ACTION CYCLES.  

circumstances in their work.

according to what the new circumstances will permit. 

Delays may push back deadlines. In community 

service learning projects, goals must be adapted 

to the desires and cooperativeness of others and 

availability of resources. When youth are not able 

stone to success is crucial:

the way it’s written or implemented is not the 

can’t change what just happened. How can we 

improve the situation and people’s lives through 

still ways to make positive change even if the 

original goal wasn’t met. We work hard to think 

creatively about the positives.

Victoria Guidi, Program Director, Boat Build and 

Sail at PWBF: Like days we’d come in and the wood 

was breaking at the bend three or four times. It 

would push our deadline back, but the students are 

dealing with it as a team. It helped us all because 

we turned it from a negative thing into a way to rally 

and get together and make it work. Let’s just go to 

plan b, to plan c. Let’s all put our minds together so 
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administrators raised and how to address them:

Beth Chandler, Vice President of Programs at YW Boston: They kept having to go back to the administration to 

talk about what they wanted to do. Then they kept getting delayed, and so every time they’d set a date, there 

was another delay. They kept having to move the date forward which was frustrating. But they continued to 

so that the administration would feel comfortable in letting the activity go forward.

Julie Thayer, InIt Program Manager at YW Boston: One group I worked with kept coming up with ideas that 

were shot down by the school. The administration didn’t want the students taking time away from reading 

or studying. They were so frustrated because they had bought into how important these conversations 

were and really wanted to engage their fellow students and the administrators were saying they couldn’t. 

the school’s culture or schedule and they’d have to think of another way of engaging the students. I kept 

throwing out ideas and made sure at the end of the meeting that they had concrete steps to take because 

when faced with a challenge like that, it can be hard to stay motivated.

Lake Superior on a backpacking trip. We didn’t want to go the long way because it would take up too much 

making our own little pathway across the river.

OUTCOMES VERIFY SKILLS.  
and verify youth skills.

note progress, and identify current challenges. 

Outcomes provide feedback on the planning, speculating, anticipating, and scenario building that youth 

engage in at the beginning of and during their work . Youth learn from authentic outcomes, such as seeing 

the impact of their work on others, including community members . This can be a moving and transforming 

talk about how much they’d grown from having the opportunity to work with younger children. And for 

 

DeVonne Bernard at Wyman: It was raining and they knew what they had planned didn’t work. It was not the 

We planned for and had everything outside and planned nothing for inside. We should never be in that place 
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and we just sat back and let it happen. They did a great job working through it.

La’Ketta Caldwell at BGCGM: For over a year we’ve had a videographer who’s been to a majority of our classes 

events, programs make sure to celebrate progress and success. For some programs, the public debut of their 

each group of youth shares about their project. VOBS celebrates at the end of their challenge week but also has 

a midway celebration. These celebrations serve many functions. Midway celebrations reinforce motivation and 

has been shown to promote learning and growth .
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students make in December. It’s meant to be a celebration dinner with all of their families. Rites of passage are 

very important in having them acknowledge their growth and what they’ve learned and what it means to them.

we see. We often check in with the girls about what they are noticing about how each of them is becoming 

part of how we imagine the culture every week.

Youth at PWBF spoke about their commitment to the project, putting in long hours over several months, and the 

satisfaction of seeing the emerging progress that was the result of their labor:

slowly building part after part and just dedicating each hour to pushing past, Like, what I thought that I could 

do as a person, I just kept getting better and better at it.

OUTCOMES VERIFY SKILLS.  
and verify youth skills.

school. I don’t have a job. I haven’t done a thing, and you’re sitting here asking me to take this diploma and 

healthy growth and learning.

Brett Hart at PWBF: Our students are developing two things. They’re developing an idea of themselves and 

that will help them get there.

 

their goal really proves it to them. La’Ketta Caldwell at BGCGM said: 

Sometimes they don’t see it until the community presentation. That’s when they have the opportunity to get 

Journal Sentinel
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STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

the how-to of leadership, cooking, theater performance, canoeing, etc. The youth are also given instruction and 

training in the mental processes and actions involved in problem solving and other social and emotional skills. 

Some training is structured within a preparatory period before launching into the primary program activity. Other 

• Community Learning

• Leadership Development

• Community Service

• Personal Skills Development

• Workplace Skills Development

leadership/communication styles, and fundraising skills. 

one with each delegation of students as they identify and implement community action projects. During 

Students participate in acting, improvisation, dance, movement, voice, singing, and playwriting workshops 

program. They are selected by the Production Team from the year before. Prior to the start of the program 

Understanding what types of training are needed is key to successful implementation. YOB does this 

assessment intentionally, as Rachel Gunther described:

Depending on the year and the needs we do an assessment of what kind of training is needed. It could be 

public speaking. It could be communication skills with policy makers. How do you ensure you get enough 

airtime at meetings with adults? How do you speak to them in a way that they’re going to be listening? It 

may be as simple as knowing what’s appropriate to wear. How do we make sure youth show up to meetings 

better than I do.
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and vocabulary. At PWBF, Brett Hart shared the importance of mathematics as a carpentry skill:

they get it. I’ll get the students to the point where they can recite 

their head and/or getting it mathematically. I don’t care which way 

need to get across: without mastery of measurement you’re not going 

anywhere with carpentry.

STRUCTURE. 

their projects. 

The idea that youth must have agency and ownership over some or all of the decisions within a project is 

Victoria Guidi at PWBF: The students are really the ones leading it. In the beginning we had to do the 

create, that this is their space.

Brett Hart at PWBF: We’re going to work with them as partners. We’re going to do it with them rather than 

to them. Bottom line is that we have safety measures in place, but it’s still dangerous. You have to show that 

thickness planers, band saws. 

Allison Williams at Wyman: The Hope Lodge service project has taken place at least twice a year for the last 

minimal given the teens’ level of skill development and ownership for this process. 

STRUCTURE. 
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Williams from Wyman described the balance of providing structure and latitude within projects:

and practice skills. They feel that they have choice, ownership, and leadership in the CSL process. The 

facilitator’s role is to determine general resources and boundaries for CSL, and support teens in practicing 

MODELING. 

intentionally model skills by having youth join them in authentic, real-world situations:

Rachel Gunther at YOB: Teena was doing a project on a youth participatory budget in Boston, and she brought 

two students who were interested in this project with her to every meeting. Those two students got a particular 

those meetings.

application:

sensitive issues and challenging self-discovery.

problem solve by adjusting tasks with newer youth. DeVonne Bernard at Wyman said:

We really had to adjust our approach in some areas, even with facilitation, which helped the teens adjust. As 

they saw us adjusting, making sure that we were helping where we could, they really started doing that as 

well. It’s almost like they kind of took on some of those roles.

highlighted. The presence and involvement of veteran youth participants helps to reinforce the culture and 

of returning youth who make decisions about the production, help to facilitate rehearsals, and write the script. At 

YOB, the Working Group is a smaller team who apply to be leaders and are responsible for making decisions about 
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and stay through high school, allowing older youth to serve as models 

for younger youth. At PWBF, returning youth work together on more 

challenging designs. They are in the same space at the same time as the 

novice groups and sometimes mentor the novice apprentices.

So it was all about compare and contrast again. So what were some 

things we need to do or what are some of those same steps we need 

to follow to get it done, you know, for us to do it properly?

SCAFFOLDING. 

 

youth space to struggle with challenges.

position themselves as collaborators. In others, their role is more of a coach, judiciously leading from behind 

physical and emotional safety and prevent projects from creating legal or other problems for the youth 

In at least half of the programs, 

youth serve as role models for 

culture of action in which novice 

youth learn from veterans and 

highlighted. The presence and 

involvement of veteran youth 

participants helps to reinforce 

the novice youth. 
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Natalie Cooper at BGCGM, highlighted the evolving 

The way that it progresses is that it’s more like 

a teacher in the beginning and as it evolves it 

becomes more like a coach or a counselor. In the 

beginning, it’s really just establishing things. It’s 

very structured, but it changes as the kids become 

more comfortable. La’Ketta can step back and 

they feel in their decision making, the more they’re 

willing to take leadership roles. It doesn’t require 

an adult to step up and be a leader. Towards the 

end we’re saying that they are our bosses. They’re 

telling us what they need from us and holding us 

accountable to get the job done.

Program at TPP, described the arc of increasing 

independence as the months proceed:

months, and as they start turning the corner and 

building the show, I’m much more in there with 

them as opposed to kind up front leading.

needs to go from more control to less control and 

greater autonomy:

year they need to let go. By the end of the year they’re actually doing less than they are in the beginning. I’ve 

watched our artistic directors get this completely wrong where at the front end they’re all supportive with 

open ears and eyes and arms. Then they start directing the show and become a little tyrant to get it done, 

You have to take the opposite approach: direct the process and facilitate the production.

Once we feel the students have met the basic training skills, we allow them to move on and have a little bit 

more independence. The instructors do less micromanaging and allow students to start setting their own 
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Laura Greenlee Karp at VOBS: On our last Launch program day we were trying to plan our menu and learn 

how to set up a tent. So we gave students the tools and the checklist. One of the checklist items was putting 

in and help a little bit.

problem to solve. At YW Boston, for instance:

A delegation at one school wanted to create social justice workshops for their classmates. They felt unable 

to gain support from the school administration and were concerned they would not be able to build enough 

critical thinking process in which they matched the resources available to them to the needs of their project. 

using their personal networks, and a social media campaign.

get too frustrated and overwhelmed. To keep the project moving we have to be aware of that. We let the 

we don’t do for our young people what they can do for themselves, and they can usually do a lot more 

team participates in all the activities, and that ranges from warm-ups to social change activities to creating 

scenes and writing. Their participation means authorship and creativity. When it comes to the show, they’re 

responsible for writing their own performances. If three youth are in a scene and have a song, they are 

responsible for working with the musical director to get it done.

youth make mistakes:

It means they have to learn to let go of control. Victoria, our program director has responsibilities. There 

so it should be clean, and everyone should be engaged and smiling. Victoria has to empower students. She 

sometimes that means a destroyed cockpit coaming, which costs time, lumber, and energy. Celia also is now 

let it happen. She can’t take control because of a benchmark or a deadline. Victoria has to balance feedback 

gets this right most of the time, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy.
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perseverance and to relate to youth in a way that empowers them. Victoria Guidi at PWBF uses several 

seen the youth complete a similar task or reassure them that she’s not giving up on them. If youth are visibly 

frustrated, Victoria might check in with them and begin a conversation, helping them to evaluate their progress 

or performance, keeping the feedback focused on the work, not the individual:

keep them going I can just use questions and encouragement. Sometimes I’ll pull over another student who’s 

encountered a similar problem or that I know is a cheerleader or coach to the group.

  

REFLECTION. 

work and to evaluate the impact and meaning of completed projects for both the youth and other stakeholders.

including hidden processes and the role of chance

what might look like an unsuccessful outcome may in fact represent important and remarkable achievements.

At PWBF, each evening youth are asked to articulate the processes they’ve used and record progress for the 

where teens identify how their preparation and action has impacted the issue and individuals served, their 

sometimes it’s an activity within that conversation or journaling or a pair/share. Our philosophy is that if all that 

learning just stays within a person and they don’t have the opportunity to share and own it, then the likelihood 

Teena-Marie Johnson at YOB: We do a lot in the form of debriefs, pluses and deltas, and key learnings. After 

a meeting takes place we’ll debrief it and talk about what could have been done better. What went great? 
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framing pieces that way. That is where we get to have the opportunity to learn from and build on what we 

could have done better and what was great.

to go to college, I need to start thinking now about whether I want to take algebra or other math. That might 

Often it is not until looking back at the end of a project that youth see that what they didn’t trust could 

happen really did happen.

Teena-Marie Johnson at YOB: We hold retreats for our support group. Group retreats are where the entire 

focus is to think about where you are emotionally and how that impacts the work that you do. How do this 

work and your emotions impact your life, home, school, and work?
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