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“A mind once stretched by a new idea never regains its original dimension.” 
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“Man masters nature not by force but by understanding.” 

Jacob Bronowski 
 

“Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn.” 
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“I hope that someday we will learn the terrible cost we all pay 

when we ignore or mismanage those people in society 
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Instructions:  The ALSUP is intended for use as a discussion guide rather than as a freestanding check-list or rating scale.  It should be used to 
identify specific lagging skills and unsolved problems that pertain to a particular child or adolescent.  If a lagging skill applies, check it off and then 
(before moving on to the next lagging skill) identify the specific expectations the child is having difficulty meeting in association with that lagging 
skill (unsolved problems).  A non-exhaustive list of sample unsolved problems is shown at the bottom of the page.  

LAGGING SKILLS 

__ Difficulty handling transitions, shifting from one mindset or 
task to another 
 __ Difficulty doing things in a logical sequence or prescribed 
order 

__ Difficulty persisting on challenging or tedious tasks 
__ Poor sense of time 
__ Difficulty maintaining focus  
__ Difficulty considering the likely outcomes or 

consequences of actions (impulsive) 
__ Difficulty considering a range of solutions to a problem 

 
__ Difficulty expressing concerns, needs, or thoughts in words 
__ Difficulty understanding what is being said
__ Difficulty managing emotional response to frustration so 

as to think rationally 
__ Chronic irritability and/or anxiety significantly impede 

capacity for problem-solving or heighten frustration 
__ Difficulty seeing the “grays”/concrete, literal, black-and-

white, thinking 
__ Difficulty deviating from rules, routine 
__ Difficulty handling unpredictability, ambiguity, uncertainty, 

novelty 
__ Difficulty shifting from original idea, plan, or solution 
__ Difficulty taking into account situational factors that would 

suggest the need to adjust a plan of action 
__ Inflexible, inaccurate interpretations/cognitive distortions 

or biases (e.g., “Everyone’s out to get me,” “Nobody likes 
me,” “You always blame me, “It’s not fair,” “I’m stupid”) 

__ Difficulty attending to or accurately interpreting social 
cues/poor perception of social nuances 

__ Difficulty starting conversations, entering groups, 
connecting with people/lacking other basic social skills 

__ Difficulty seeking attention in appropriate ways 
__ Difficulty appreciating how his/her behavior is affecting 

other people 
__ Difficulty empathizing with others, appreciating another 

person’s perspective or point of view 
__ Difficulty appreciating how s/he is coming across or being 
     perceived by others
__ Sensory/motor difficulties

UNSOLVED PROBLEMS GUIDE:  Unsolved problems are the specific expectations a child is having difficulty meeting.  Unsolved problems should be free of 
maladaptive behavior; free of adult theories and explanations; “split” (not “clumped”); and specific. 

HOME:  Difficulty getting out of bed in the morning in time to get to school on time; Difficulty getting started on or completing homework (specify 
assignment); Difficulty ending the video game to get ready for bed a night; Difficulty coming indoors for dinner when playing outside; Difficulty agreeing 
with brother about what television show to watch after school; Difficulty handling the feelings of seams in socks; Difficulty brushing teeth before bedtime; 
Difficulty staying out of older sister’s bedroom; Difficulty keeping bedroom clean; Difficulty clearing the table after dinner 
SCHOOL:  Difficulty moving from choice time to math; Difficulty sitting next to Kyle during circle time; Difficulty raising hand during social studies 
discussions; Difficulty getting started on project on tectonic plates in geography; Difficulty standing in line for lunch; Difficulty getting along with Eduardo 
on the school bus; Difficulty when losing in basketball at recess 

©Ross W. Greene, Ph.D., 2012 

UNSOLVED PROBLEMS 

ASSESSMENT OF LAGGING SKILLS & UNSOLVED PROBLEMS (Rev. 11-12-12) 

Child’s Name: ______________________________________________________  Date: _____________________ 
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UNSOLVED)PROBLEM)#1)

PLAN)B)FLOWCHART)(7812810))
Child’s Name ______________________________________  Date ________________________  

Kid’s1Concerns1Iden7fied1
(Empathy1Step)1

Date1__________1

Adult1Taking1the1Lead1on1Plan1B1

Adult1Concerns1Iden7fied1
(Define1the1Problem1Step)1

Date1__________1

Solu7on1Agreed1Upon1
(Invita7on1Step)1

Date1__________1

Problem1Solved?1

Yes1________1111Date1______1

No1________11111Comment:1

UNSOLVED)PROBLEM)#2)

Kid’s1Concerns1Iden7fied1
(Empathy1Step)1

Date1__________1

Adult1Taking1the1Lead1on1Plan1B1

Adult1Concerns1Iden7fied1
(Define1the1Problem1Step)1

Date1__________1

Solu7on1Agreed1Upon1
(Invita7on1Step)1

Date1__________1

Problem1Solved?1

Yes1________1111Date1______1

No1________11111Comment:1

UNSOLVED)PROBLEM)#3)

Kid’s1Concerns1Iden7fied1
(Empathy1Step)1

Date1__________1

Adult1Taking1the1Lead1on1Plan1B1

Adult1Concerns1Iden7fied1
(Define1the1Problem1Step)1

Date1__________1

Solu7on1Agreed1Upon1
(Invita7on1Step)1

Date1__________1

Problem1Solved?1

Yes1________1111Date1______1

No1________11111Comment:1
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A more compassionate, productive, effective approach to 
understanding and helping behaviorally challenging kids 

 

 
Dr. Ross Greene – author of The Explosive Child and Lost at School – is the originator of a research-based approach to understanding and 
helping behaviorally challenging kids that has been implemented in countless families, schools, inpatient psychiatry units, therapeutic groups 
homes, and residential and juvenile detention facilities.  The approach sets forth two major tenets. First, challenging behavior in kids is 
best understood as the result of lagging cognitive skills (in the general domains of flexibility/adaptability, frustration tolerance, and 
problem solving) rather than as the result of passive, permissive, inconsistent, noncontingent parenting. And second, the best way to reduce 
challenging episodes is by working together with the child – collaborating – to solve the problems setting them in motion in the first place 
(rather than by imposing adult will and intensive use of reward and punishment procedures). Here are some of the important questions 
answered by the model: 
 
Question: Why are challenging kids challenging? 
Answer: Because they’re lacking the skills not to be challenging. If they had the skills, they wouldn’t be challenging. That’s because – 
and this is perhaps the key theme of the model – Kids do well if they can. And because (here’s another key theme) Doing well is 
always preferable to not doing well (if a kid has the skills to do well in the first place). This, of course, is a dramatic departure from the 
view of challenging kids as attention-seeking, manipulative, coercive, limit-testing, and poorly motivated. It’s a completely different set of 
lenses, supported by research in the neurosciences over the past 30-40 years, and it has dramatic implications for how caregivers go about 
helping such kids. 
 
Question: When are challenging kids challenging? 
Answer: When the demands or expectations being placed upon them exceed the skills that they have to respond adaptively. Of course, 
that’s when we al l  resp ond maladaptively :  when we’r e lacking the skil ls  to  respond adaptivel y.  Thus, an important goal 
for helpers is to identify the skills a challenging kid is lacking. An even more important goal is to identify the specific expectations a kid 
is having difficulty meeting (the conditions in which challenging behavior is occurring), referred to as unsolved problems…and to 
help kids solve those problems.  Because unsolved problems tend to be tend to be highly predictable, the problem-solving should be 
proactive most of the time.  Identifying lagging skills and unsolved problems is accomplished through use of an instrument called the 
Assessment of Lagging Skills and Unsolved Problems (ALSUP). You can find the ALSUP in The Paperwork section of the website of Lives in 
the Balance, the non-profit Dr. Greene founded to help disseminate his approach (www.livesinthebalance.org). 
 
Question: What behaviors do challenging kids exhibit when they don’t have the skills to respond adaptively to certain demands?  
Answer: Challenging kids let us know they’re struggling to meet demands and expectations in some fairly common ways: whining, pouting, 
sulking, withdrawing, crying, screaming, swearing, hitting, spitting, kicking, throwing, breaking, lying, stealing, and so forth.  But what a 
kid does when he’s having trouble meeting demands and expectations isn’t the most important part (though it may feel that way)…why and 
when he’s doing these things are much more important. 
 
Question: What should we be doing differently to help these kids better than we’re helping them now? 
Answer: If challenging behavior is set in motion by lagging skills and not lagging motivation, then it’s easy to understand why rewarding 
and punishing a kid may not make things better. Since challenging behavior occurs in response to highly predictable unsolved problems, 
then challenging kids – and the rest of us – are a whole lot better off when adults help them solve those problems. But if we solve them 
unilaterally, through imposition of adult will (referred to in the model as “Plan A”), then we’ll only increase the likelihood of challenging 
episodes and we won’t solve any problems durably. Better to solve those problems collaboratively (“Plan B”) so the kid is a fully invested 
participant, solutions are more durable, and (over time) the kid ------ and often the adults as well ------ learn the skills they were lacking all along. 
Plan B is comprised of three basic ingredients. The first ingredient – called the Empathy step – involves gathering information from the child 
so as to achieve the clearest understanding of his or her concern or perspective on a given unsolved problem. The second ingredient 
(called the Define the Problem step) involves entering into consideration the adult concern or perspective on the same unsolved 
problem. The third ingredient (called the Invitation step) involves having the adult and kid brainstorm solutions so as to arrive at a plan 
of action that is both realistic and mutually satisfactory…in other words, a solution that addresses the concerns of both parties and that 
both parties can actually perform. 
 
Question: Where can I learn more about this model? 
Answer: The Lives in the Balance website is a very good place to start. It has a ton of free resources to help you learn about and apply Dr. 
Greene’s approach, including streaming video, audio programming, commentary, support, and lots more. 
 
Question:  Is this the same model as what was previously known as Collaborative Problem Solving? 
Answer:  Yes.  Unfortunately, Dr. Greene may no longer be able to refer to the model he originated by that name…plus, the model has evolved so much 
over the past five or so years, it probably needs a new name anyway…stay tuned! 
 

 
 

www.livesinthebalance.org 
© Ross W. Greene, Ph.D. 
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