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Traininé Mothers to Hélp Their Children
) Solve Real-Life Problems*

pPaper presented at the Society for'Researcn in Child Development,

’
-

~ Denver, 1975
Myrna B. Shure and George Spivack

v L : , .
Hahnemann Community Mental Health/

. Mental Retardation Center
Two years ago at SRCD I presented our program for use by

v -

teajyers to train four-year old "1nner clty" youngsters lnterper-
A

sonal cognitive problem-solv1ng (ICPS) skills,? skills such as

George Spivack just described;p, We showed that within a wide IQ

rangé- (70 --120+) it was possible to improve behavior of impul-

sive and inhibited'children, not by direct modification of the
behavior itself, but by;altering a ¢hild's interpersonal

Lt

-prbblem-sdlbing thinking style. Youngsters'who most improved in

tralned ICPS skllls also 1mproved most in. behav1ors descrlblng
impulsivity and inhibition. This direct llnk ‘further supported'
Dr. Spivack's initial position that ICES skiils serve as a
mediator to adaptive behavioral ad@ftment.®

kol

'TOday I'm{;oing to tell you how we adapted the specifi«

mothers (20'of them) to‘use it with their child at home. We

_asked: " Can mothers of black "inner city" four-year-olds learn”

. *Research supported by ‘Grant #5R0k-MH20372, Applled'Research

Branch, National Inqtltute of Mental -Health.

.abCSee References.
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to.sucoessfully +ransmit ICPS skills to their child ahd‘what

ot would its effect be on the child's behavior as observed in
' J . , ' .
school? Second given the correlational data preseﬁtéd by Dr.

\\\?1vack, we also asked WQuld the impact of a hlghly special-:

ized program be dlfferent for boYs tralned by. their own mother
~ R

~

(N 13) than for glrls tralne&\by their own mother (N=7)?

Flnally, we were interested 'in hOW\the,lmpact of training by
' . ’ . ™~ . .
mothers,~in a unique position to affect:such skills,'would cqm-

. . ‘ . \ .
pare to that of training by teachers (child N=113) or no train-
. N S
N y]

“ing.at all (child N=106).
All childreh attended Philadelphia Get' Set da&-care, with’

children trained by mothers from different centers'than hose

trained by teachers LY ‘ - \\

" . AL N

-‘ \
) , The goal was to help the mothey transmit -a problem-solv1ng
thinking style\to her child that would guide him in coplng with

typical problems-(e.g., one child is in another's: way), by

to consider the potential consequences of an interpersonal act
(e.qg., pushing him out of the way). Because these ICPS skills

T .were intimately related‘to defined levels of impulsivity and .

-

. inhibition prlor to tralnlng, the Chlld was taught how, but not

.what to think, so he coJld choose and evaluate for hlmSelf what

] < L 4

teadhing him to generate alternative solutions to'problems, and

%

" and what not tg do. . . S~
. Pirst), I will describe highlights of the program,'then'the
research results and implications: ° '
1 3 \ .
, @See Reference | : ! » . : e
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The Training Program » ) ' ‘ g

In a manner similar to that used by. teachers, the early'

games consisted of basic word concepts needed to establish an
. L ' o . e ; ' .
'asgociation for their later use in problem-solying.
t

” Thinking about the negation (through uNtaf the word hot)

L NN .

becomes important so a child can- later decide what an hat not

. ! s '—“

. to do, and whether something is or is not a good idea. With the
games centered on people and 1nterpersonal relations, one game

the mother played was to. say, "I am y“ur~mo\her I am not a

. tree., Let's thnnk of Lots of things I'm not." Then theé

ol

- asked her child to tell what he is and lots of things he is not.

’

Association with words as same and different were important

¥, ' . > . .
.— -~ so the child could later think of different ;deas and different’

"things that:"might happen if.%y»//fhe’;hiid could also learn to

. . A . .
recognize that for example, "hitting and kitking" .were the same

idea because they are both "hurting;" The words same and differ-=
K
ent were f1rst taught by encouraging the Chlld to do the same

thing the mother was doing (rolling his hands), then somethlng

-

different (e.g., pat his head). - Co ' o

- “ r - :
o Once .words that designate people's feelings were identi-

fiedy - happy, sad, andry, it\was possible to teach that people

-

i have feellngs, that feelings change, and gaﬁﬁs were devised to

flnd out how people feel -- By listening, by watchlng, by asklng.

That everybody does not choose the same th1ng is important in

*

thdt many young children frequently assume others would choose

what they would like. Using plctures of foods, forms of trans-

* -

123
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portatibn, animals, or places to be, the child was first asked

| what he’ would, choose if given' the choice of say, playing inside - _'-. .

with a friend or playing outsiae by himself. Then he was asked 7 .

what he Ehought another ehild,(iﬁ\the family) would choose. In
.problem-solving it is important to find things ont abog& another,

person and the ch?ld was always asked, "How can you f£ind out?"

A i ] ]
- If no ~other child was present, the mother picked up a family

' face puppet and in the voice of the puppet "character" said,

2 -

"Which one do you think I would choose?" "How can you find out?"
To emphasize the necessity of finding out, the puppet character
always chose the opposite if the child made an assumption about

his choice. ‘ \ ' . s
These gahes weée fbllowed bz emphasis on why, because, and.
might, maybe threugh use of pictures, puppets and si@éle,role—
playing techniques. A picture is shown of a girl crying and the |
mother says, "How is this girl feeling?" Afeer the cﬁil@lsays,
"sad," the motE%; fe%lows with, "She might be saa because. .."

Poinpipg to another child in the: picture, the mother asks, "What

!Qén this boy to to make her feel happy agaih?" When the child

. )

answers, Fhe mother says, "That might make her happy. Can you
think of somethﬁﬂg different he.cah do?" ) |

After havieg mgstered ﬁhe&wo;d concepts‘and'pre-problem-:
’goleing thinking skills, the children were- now- ready for the
games and dialogues that teach interpessonal prgp}em-solviné
thinking. | L

Pictures were shown, like this:

A "

JYo95
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FullToxt Provid c ” . .
A

-him feed the animals?" After the child offered an idea, e.g.,

."what might happen next?" if an' act suggested by the child were

. lem: This girl (on bike) wants this boy (in wagon).to get out

’

Fidt?re #1 LGirl'feeding animals, bo§ looking on]
~Though no problem-is inhereﬁt in the picture, we just made
one up. ﬁere the chiia was told that this' boy wants this girl
to iet him feed éhe animals, bput she will no£ let h}m: The

mother than asked, “"What can this jboy do so this girl will let

o~ -

*

"ask her," the mother would folloy.with, "That's one way. lth
you think of something different ‘he.could say or do?". Responses,
"push her out of the way," "hit her," or "snatch tHe food from:

her," were treated in the same manner-as, "ask." "Yes, ;hqt's .

‘ ‘ \

one way,'nOW'let's think of different ways." 1If other thildren,

were not present, the mother would pick up a puppet and say, in |
the voice of the pupbet character, "I wish I could think of an

idea. . Can &oq help me?" Neither the pﬁppet tharacter nor the

¥

‘moirer ever told any solytions to the child. .

.
4

In other games, the child was encouragéd to- think about

carried out. '
Picture #6 [Boy in wagon in way of girl on b;kei

*» In this picture, for example, tﬁé child was told the prob-
’ : ' 0

’

—~
of her way so she can go by. After a solution was offered, e.g.,

"bang into him," the mother said, "That's one thing sh® could do.

Now, let's think of ‘hat might happen next 4if theigirl banged

into him." (If needed, the child was, guided with a more speci-
- /¢ 7
fic questions, "What dight the boy do or say if this §ir1'badg§ )

»

o
.
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a

into him?"§ After'one response? e.g., "hé might hit he},“{the
.nother‘would‘say, "Yes, that's 6ne‘thing that might happen, Qan
you think.qf something different. that might happen?" Again, if’
needed,?%he mother, held up a puppit and said, "I wish'I.eould

think of something dlfferent Can you help me?" As in the case

for-solutions, the child was never told potential consequences

-

’

.

to an act. Nonforceful solutions'as "ask h&mf or "offer him a .

* ride on her bike" were, evaluated by.the child in the, same way as

were forceful ones. With the tools the child now has, he can

decide whether an act is or is not a good idea because of what

might happen next.

The totaL length of training was 10 weeks, with the mothers' i

meetlng with us weekly (in small groups). to learn the games .~

In addition to formal tralnlng, mothers were taught gulded
dialogues (in a manner similar to that of teachers) us1ng the
" "style" of the program at otﬁer times -during the day. 'In helping .

? .
the child solve his'own problems and evaluate his own solutions,

the'motherealso learns to extract from the child his thinking.

*Before training, a typical dialogue from' our mother inter-

—views: "’ ; . ~.

——
~

T Child: Mommy, Tommy hit me.
’Mether: Hit him back.

~  ChiId: But I'm afraid. : ,

S Mother: Youw have to learn to defend yourself.

Child:  O.K. Mommy.

ARIRYRI
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After trainﬁng, both mother and@ child having received °

’
-~

-training:,
l‘ - 0 - N -

Child: Mommy, Tommy hit me. .
Mother: Why did he hit you?

. Child: I don't know.
Mother: He might have hit youw because... D
to . . ) r”

- Child:  He 'was mad.

Mother: Why was he mad?’ w

s

Child: '‘'Cause I ;ook'his truck.
Mother: I§_thdt-why'he‘hit yop? e _
Child: Yep. ‘." | o ¢

ﬁother: ‘Grabbing is one‘ﬁay to gét that truck. Can

you‘thznk of. somethlng different to do so he
won't hit you? . .

Child: I could tell him I'd just play axliétle while.

Mothéf; THat's a d%ffe}ent idea., . v
With this kind of dialoguing, the mother ggiﬁed infprﬁatioh .

i . . ’ ' .
that the firsﬁ'dialogue would not-have allowed. With the child -

gaiming the habit of thinking of alternatives, the mother can
~ '

elicit more ideas from the child, in case Tommy should say/ "no."

The 'goal is not to teath a child to 51mply‘ge;'what he
‘I . ’ ’ L

wants., ‘The games and dialogues also Help him cope with frustra- - .
., : ‘
tion when he cannot have what he wants. . ) .
Before training: - ' L N .
* - .
Child: (Starts to fingerpaint) a
R . ‘ }
Mother: I don't #ant a mess now, your grandmother is
¢omfhg for dlnner. o .
LT - ' !
~ i"lu( ~~— < . ' : - '
. ) ' ’
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/
- Child: KWhining) but I Want to’” I won't make a mess.
. - : Vs . N ;
Mother:< Why don't you color }ﬁ/iour goloring book?

want to fingerpaint.

and what now becomes a power

Child: I don't want to! -

) Instead of constant naggln,
play between ‘mother and chligd/heresls a dlalogue after tra1n1ng.
2 g
‘ Child: Mommy, I/ gaing out to ridé my bike.
- ' ¥ ,v/

¢
‘Mother: Not/yéw, we re hav1ng dinner soon.

AL
» “\‘ =

e N
YN

3

Child: ¢ome rlght back.

Mother #X%now1ng dlfferently) Can you think of some-
. thing different to do inside for a little-.while.

f ' Remember, we're having dinner soon. ,

o,

. cn4fa:‘ I ll go get my firetruck.

/ other: You thought of a good idea.
J"

fore tra1n1ng, when the mother did the thlnklng for the

chii@! e.g., "Why don't‘you color in your .coloring book?" thé

€

/ . M - .
's,frustratgpn and nagging was only increased. 1In the
T .

d;ﬁn t need to wnag. .The mother -child power play became unheces-
by} . .\

w -
.

¥ Nineteen o6f the twenty youngsters trained:by'their mothers ~
1§proved ih both ICPS skllls. apility to conceptuallze alterna—

qlve solutlonS\to 1nterpersonal problems and potentlal conse—

i

‘(

i&portant in light

. qﬂencetho an. act T*ijs and girls improved at thszsame rate,

the correlational data presented by Dx.

SﬁFvacﬁ,b With sjstematically developed techniques, mothers can

-

M .

bSee Reference . ' .
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transmit ICPS SklllS as successfully to boys as to :

4"},

no difference in galn between mother—tralned angvteacher trained
However,
groups /youngsters trained by elther theﬁf/ieacher or mother

gained. significantly more than thoseﬁnéver tralnea

br;,',/

. Most importahtly,’ youngste_//érained by their mother at

home significantly improved in behavior as observed by their

{ e

teachers in school. Slx of e%ﬁht (75%) who began as behav1or—

ally aberrant were rated (on 5 validated ratlng scale) -as be—

haviorally adjusted following training. This f}ndlng indicates

an important gemeralizability of training, as ratings were made

3

by teachers unaware of the training proceduregvand goals. “Such '
N »

improvement was true-of 43 of 72 initially aberrant teacher-

tralned Ss (60%) Percentages in both trained groups were signi-

’

flcantly greater than that of 25% with 14 Es showing improvement

‘among 56 1n1t1a11y~non—tra1ned youngsters.

This year, we're training a new group of 20 mothers, this

-
- -

time all being mothers of aberrant or ICPS-deficient children.

~

Up to now, the emphdsis has been on teaching the child how to

think, whether the agent be the teacher or the mother. Based on

Jwhat we've ;earned from the correlational data, and that mothers

can, in a highly specialized program, transmit such thinking

.

skills to boys as well as_to_girls, we're now teaching the mother

how to think so she can develop a problem-solving style of her

own in handling actual problems with her child (a S5tyle abpve

’ T

beyond the given guiding dialogues described earlier).

«
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The program results reported today do add to our previous

research which showed that a significant portion of the mental
health of children is mediated by‘measurable and alterable ICES

<
\ . . . . . Lo
skills, and that it was. possible to improve behaviors describing

v .
iﬁphlsivity and inhibition by enﬁancing ICPS skills through.ex-
posuré)t% a trainihg program at school. We kndw from follow-up

of teachefftrained Ss tﬁrough first grade that the imp;ct lasts

at least,two‘years: The new\prograﬁ-aemonstratesfthat mathers

of preéchool poverty ehildren can also'leérn Fo‘ﬁecome_successf
ful mediators of intérpersonal problem-solving skills. However
long the ippact of teache{—training withoué further reinfbrce-

ment, the ultimate effect for a mother-trained child has maximum

potential if the motherwqgntinues a problem-solving style of

L) - e
communication at home. : ' -
. .
» . » -
' L
L3
) ]
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