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Strategies for Problem Solving & Decision Making for High School Students 

 

Introduction 

Effective thinking and learning skills ultimately lead to making sound decisions. Good decisions 

are necessary for a productive and successful life. Making decisions often involves rooting out 

problems and devising solutions. People who have the ability to identify potential problems 

before they arise are better equipped to proactively approach a solution. Unfortunately, many 

people do not foresee problems, and when problems arise, they approach them in a reactionary, 

stressful way, relying on past practice and automatic responses to deal with them. Effective 

problem finders, problem solvers, and decision makers anticipate problems, strategize their 

decisions, and take action toward the best solution.  

When identifying and choosing alternatives, we all base our decisions on the values and 

preferences that fit best with our desires, goals, needs, or wants. Decision making can be defined 

as the act of reducing uncertainty or doubt to produce the most reasonable choice.  

Characteristics of Effective Problem Solvers and Decision Makers 

Successful problem finders, problem solvers, and decision makers view problems through many 

lenses. They look at issues from multiple perspectives, see out information from various sources, 

and foresee roadblocks that may arise. Their traits include the following:  

They are Curious 

Curiosity, rather than kill the cat, can often save it. Curious people are open to all evidence and 

activity surrounding them; they do not quickly ignore or discount new information.  

They are Flexible 

They take “old” problems and look at them with “new” eyes. This outside-the-box thinking can 

create outside-the-box solutions that are more effective and efficient.  

They are Persistent and Patient 

As is often repeated, there are no easy answers. The most difficult problems are also often the 

most challenging to find and solve. Therefore, students must put forth effort, persist, and be 

patient until a good solution can be found.  

They are Reflective 

Once a conclusion has been reached, good problem solvers review what they did, how they did 

it, and in what ways the outcome could have been different.  

Solving Problems 

Problem-solving process can be successful with a five step guide that identifies a problem, 

gathers facts, lists and ranks options, and makes decisions.  



Steps to Problem Solving: Identify, Facts, Options, Rank, Decide 

Identify: Define or shape the problem. What is the goal you want to achieve? 

Facts: Gather the facts and data you need to make the best decision.  

Options: List possible solutions or strategies to solve the problem. 

Rank your options: Rate, rank, and test your options and strategies. 

Decide: Make your decision, and implement and evaluate your solution. 

 

A Linear-Cyclical Problem-Solving Process 

 

 

Overcoming Barriers to Decision Making 

Fixed Mindset 

Students with a fixed mindset believe their intelligence and abilities are fixed traits they are born 

with and cannot develop further.  

Conversely, students with a Growth Mindset believe that all skills and abilities can be 

developed through dedication and hard work. A person with a growth mindset knows that what 

they are born with can be cultivated and built upon. When people believe their basic qualities can 

be developed, failures may still hurt, but failures don’t define them. When we students learn they 
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can improve their performance through a growth mindset, they are better able to overcome 

negative labels, bullying, difficult situations, stereotyping, and other perceived or real barriers. 

This may be especially valuable for students from culturally, linguistically, socially, or 

economically diverse backgrounds.  

Growth Mindset Conventions for the Student 

As a student, I will…… 

 Tackle all skills and processes as learnable 

 Employ patience, persistence, and perseverance  

 Welcome all feedback as constructive toward my future success 

Recite these daily…….. 

As a student, Mobilize Your Resources 

When students know what they have and/or where to find what they need, they are better able to 

be creative and solve problems. 

Steps to Mobilize Your Resources 

1. Believe in yourself as the most valuable resource. 

2. Utilize those around you (teachers, classmates, parents, or other adults). 

3. Utilize the materials available. 

4. Ask questions or ask for help. 

5. Request, require, and/or advocate for more support, information, or resources. 

Risk Taking 

Making good decisions involves risk taking. Taking risks and making mistakes are actually 

valuable skills to be learned. Without risk and failure there is no growth; any success without 

risk or failure is pure luck. In fact, everything in life requires some level of risk and there will be 

some chances for failure.  

Risk is a natural part of life and involves some levels of fear. This is a good thing, because it 

shows that we are human.  

 


