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www.thinkkids.org

Teach families, professionals, and 
organizations a transformative 
approach to helping youth with 
challenging behaviors called 
Collaborative Problem Solving (CPS)

What We Do

www.thinkkids.org

Kids do well 
if they can!

© MGH 2020

Our Philosophy

www.thinkkids.org

Skill not will!

© MGH 2020

Behavior is determined by…

www.thinkkids.org
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Flexibility & 
adaptability

Frustration 
tolerance

Problem-solving
www.thinkkids.org

What causes lagging skills?
Chronic, overwhelming stress and trauma arrests brain 
development which manifests itself as lagging skills

© MGH 2020
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Cycle of Chronic Stress/ Trauma 
and Punitive Discipline
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Chronic Stress/ 
Trauma

Skills 
Deficits

Challenging 
Behavior

Punitive 
Discipline

Adapted from Ablon and Pollastri, The School Discipline Fix, 2018 www.thinkkids.org

Interrupting Cycle of Chronic 
Stress/ Trauma and Punitive Discipline
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Chronic Stress/ 
Trauma

Skills 
Deficits

Challenging 
Behavior

Punitive 
Discipline

Adapted from Ablon and Pollastri, The School Discipline Fix, 2018

www.thinkkids.org

Positive Cycle of Relational Discipline
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Decreases 
Stress

Build Skills
Reduce 

Challenging 
Behavior

Relational 
Discipline

Adapted from Ablon and Pollastri, The School Discipline Fix, 2018 www.thinkkids.org

Three Plans
(Your Options for 

responding to 
Problems)

Plan A:  Impose adult will

Plan B:  Solve the 
problem collaboratively

Plan C:  Drop it (for now, 
at least)

© MGH 2020

Thi
s 

Collaborative Problem Solving

www.thinkkids.org

Plan B Ingredients

1. EMPATHIZE: Clarify child concern
2. SHARE adult concern
3. COLLABORATE: Brainstorm, assess and 

choose solution

© MGH 2020
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Practicing CPS makes trauma-informed 
care actionable (Perry and Ablon, 2019)

o Avoid use of power and control
o Reduce power differential
o Help kids confront triggering situations 

safely 
o Give kids control without sole 

responsibility
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Research Overview

CPS is associated with the following outcomes:
Challenging behaviors & ODD/ADHD symptoms 

Restrictive interventions (e.g., physical restraint) & other 
traditional punishments

Caregiver wellbeing

Youth and caregiver skills

Youth satisfaction with care received
See Pollastri, Epstein, Heath, & Ablon (2013), Harvard Review of Psychiatry

CPS has had a positive impact in multiple settings:
§ Inpatient
§ Outpatient 

§ Residential
§ Juvenile Detention

§ Schools
§ In-Home Therapy

www.thinkkids.org

Implementing EBPs

Effective implementation of an EBP 
requires changing behavior of staff 
and climate, culture and structures 

of the organization. 

That’s all!

© MGH 2020
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Implementing CPS is 
a major shift in 
philosophy and 

practice

© MGH 2020
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Training & 
Coaching

Readiness

Core Elements of Effective CPS Implementation
© MGH 2018

www.thinkkids.org

Partnership Program

www.thinkkids.org

Our Reach

~4,000 Adults 
Trained per Year ~150,000 Additional Youth 

Reached per Year
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Then COVID hit

© MGH 2020
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Can we successfully 
train staff in a new EBP 

(like CPS) entirely 
remotely …

© MGH 2020

www.thinkkids.org

… during a 
pandemic?

© MGH 2020

www.thinkkids.org

• Challenging behavior reflects the 
gap between demands and skills

• Pandemic is demanding much 
greater skill for youth and staff!

• Ironically, those very skills are 
hardest to access during 
chronically stressful times

Impact of COVID

www.thinkkids.org

Pivoting in Response to COVID

• Intensive trainings (Tier 1 and Tier 2) 
have been 3 days long for last 18 years
• Planned to slowly develop and study 

online alternatives
• Had to pivot quickly to provide all 

trainings remotely using zoom
• Opportunity to study the difference!

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

• Developed remote training to be 
delivered over zoom
• Broke 16 total training hours into four, 

4-hour sessions spread over 2 weeks
• Reduced capacity to 100 

participants
• Aimed to include interactive activities 

every 15 minutes
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Remote Training during COVID

• More than 6 hours in a day = too much
• Longer breaks necessary
• More than 2 weeks between sessions = too long
• Teaching how to use zoom and providing live 

“tech support” = critical!

Lessons Learned about Engagement

www.thinkkids.org

Zoom Training

1. Video must be on at all 
times

2. Keep yourself muted
unless speaking

www.thinkkids.org

1. Raise Hand

2. Yes/No

3. Go Slower/Faster

4. Rename

5. More…

Zoom Training

www.thinkkids.org

LET’S PRACTICE!

Everyone Practice Raising Your 
Hand

Have you had a chance to have a Plan B 
conversation yet?

Do you like the New England 
Patriots?

Zoom Training

www.thinkkids.org

Note: When you join a Zoom meeting, it will be in active speaker by default.

Gallery View Speaker View

Zoom Training

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

•Chat window = excellent 
engagement tool, but 2 trainers 
needed to manage it

Lessons Learned about Engagement
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Chat Window
For majority of training you will only be able to send 
a message to the host.

AND…When prompted, the chat window will be 
used as a group discussion tool. 

Practice Using the Chat 
Window 
& share one thing you are 
hoping to get out of this 
training.

Zoom Training

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

• Frequent breakout groups = 
crucial but groups of 2 don’t work!

Lessons Learned about Engagement

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training:
Active Listening Breakout Example

www.thinkkids.org

Listen with Tenacity
For two minutes, listen. 

Just listen and try to understand.
When prompted, 

summarize what you heard.

Remote Training:
Active Listening Breakout Example

www.thinkkids.org

What do the data say?

© MGH 2020
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Direct comparison:
in-person vs. remote

© MGH 2020
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Remote Training during COVID

62%

63%

27%

25%

10%

10%

1%

1%

In-Person

Remote

Extremely Very Moderately Little Not at all

Usefulness of Content

N = 235

N = 856

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

49%

49%

35%

37%

14%

12%

1%

2%

1%

1%

In-Person

Remote

Great Deal A lot Some Little Very Little

Amount Learned

N = 235

N = 856

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

95%
98%

96%
98%

99%
95%

⇣0.8%
⇣0.2%

⇣0.2% ⇣0.1% ↑1.7%
↑6.9%

80%

100%

Understand 
Challenges 

that May Arise

Understand 
Issues with Bx 
Approaches

Can Initiate 
Plan B 

Discussion

Can Describe 
3 CPS Plans

Can Create 
Initial Case 
Formulation

Can Name 5 
Thinking Skill 

Domains

In-Person and Remote Tier 2 Objectives Ratings

⌇

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

9.1 8.8
Benchmark: 9

0

11

In-Person Remote

Tier One Mean Quiz Scores

N = 826 N = 1007

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

9.8 9.8
Benchmark: 10

0

11

In-Person Remote

Tier Two Mean Quiz Scores

N = 189 N = 256

www.thinkkids.org

No significant differences 
in participants’ learning 

experience and 
knowledge acquisition 

© MGH 2020
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Participants’ experience of 
dosing and engagement 

during remote training

© MGH 2020
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Remote Training during COVID

1% 3%

70%

23%

3%

Way too little Too little Just right Too much Way too much

Amount of material covered each day

N = 811

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

1%
7%

91%

1% 0%

Way too few Too few Just right Too many Way too many

Opportunities to interact with trainer / materials

N = 811

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

1%
14%

79%

6% 1%

Way too few Too few Just right Too many Way too many

Opportunities to interact with other participants

N = 811

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

96%
found interactivity 

suitable for 
content

N = 811

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

57% 

68% 

77% 

81% 

24% 

23% 

18% 

16% 

19% 

9% 

5% 

3% 

Role	plays

Breakout	groups

Lecture/slides

Case	studies

A	lot Somewhat A	little

Helpfulness	of	Remote	Training	Components

N = 811
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Remote Training during COVID

9 out of 10
attendees would take 

another remote training

N = 811

www.thinkkids.org

No significant differences 
in participants’ learning 

experience and 
knowledge acquisition 

© MGH 2020
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Remote Training during COVID

78% 21% 1%

A lot Some A little

Confidence in
CPS Knowledge

N = 811

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

• Allows for much more flexibility in scheduling
• Reduces time away for training
• Reduces cost for both parties
• Allows individual participants to engage in 

different ways

Remote Training Reduces 
Barriers to Access

www.thinkkids.org

Remote Training during COVID

Q&A
• What is lost with no in-person contact?

• What barriers to access still exist?

• Can cost be further reduced by shifting to more 
asynchronous teaching?
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Kids with challenging behavior are tragically 
misunderstood. It’s time for a more 

compassionate and effective approach.

www.thinkkids.org

www.StuartAblon.com

@StuartAblon

www.thinkkids.org

www.thinkkids.org

Kids with challenging behavior are tragically 
misunderstood. It’s time for a more 

compassionate and effective approach.


