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Why Teach Students  
to Problem-Solve?

Students sabotage their 
chances of academic suc-

cess by allowing toxic, negative 
thinking to take place. Problems and 
difficulties seem insurmountable to many. 
Youth need problem-solving skills that will 
help propel them in the next phase of their 
lives. Teaching students how to view problems 
as opportunities through multiple problem-
solving strategies is critical in fostering health-
ier self-esteem and independence in our youth. 
This book is meant to offer strategies and 
activities that inspire youth to develop better 
problem-solving skills, gain more autonomy in 
the decisions they make, and cultivate an opti-
mistic outlook on life’s problems, stresses, and 
difficult situations. 

The Rescue Me? lessons are coupled with the 
Boys Town Education Model®, which promotes 
the use of life skills and behavior training through 
the implementation of the Boys Town Social 
Skills. The lessons also invite and encourage 
the use of Executive Function Processes as part 
of the teaching emphasis. Executive Function 

Processes include those qualities such as zest, 
grit, curiosity, social intelligence, and self-
control, to name a few.

Keeping in mind the developmental level of 
5th-12th grade students, Rescue Me? provides 
easy to implement, effective, strategies to foster 
effective problem-solving abilities in students. 
The lessons are time effective, relational, and 
get to the heart of the issues. They give youth 
the opportunity to cultivate better practices 
for confronting and overcoming problems 
they face on a daily basis. Furthermore, an 
emphasis has been placed on incorporating the 
use of technology, through various devices, into 
the lessons, to better engage and motivate the 
students of the digital, 21st century.

Benefits of teaching Rescue Me?

 	It’s a great way to incorporate the Boys 
Town Social Skills into a topic that affects 
each one of your students.

 	The activities are developmentally 
appropriate for 5th-12th graders.

 	The lessons elicit thought-provoking 
discussions and self-examination.
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 	The activities are easy to use and don’t 
require a large amount of prep time.

 	Technology is widely used to engage and 
motivate students.

 	This book can be used in numerous 
settings such as the classroom, 
homeroom, advisement, enrichment, 
interventions, and character programs. 

How to Use this Activity Book

Using the activities and lessons in Rescue 
Me? is a great way to learn about and explore 
problem-solving skills and strategies that can 
help overcome negative thought processes, 
cultivate more positive behaviors, and develop 
life-long critical thinking abilities that will help 
students focus on the opportunities instead of 
“drowning” under the weight of their problems. 
The lessons have been structured in such a way 
that they can be taught in a class period, or 
can be extended and approached in ways that 
spread the lesson out over two or three class 
times. Some of this will be dependent upon the 
amount of discussion that is generated in the 
classroom.

Each activity provides a Materials List and 
step-by-step Instructions on how to deliver 
the lessons; while leaving room to tailor the 
activities for each class of unique learners and 
the issues they face. The Boys Town Social 
Skills are interwoven throughout the lessons 
and activities, as well as Executive Function 
Objectives. There are also suggestions for 
how to deliver the content in a “flipped 
classroom” approach. Detailed, teacher-
friendly instructions are written in order to 
help teachers feel at ease when implementing 
the lessons that require a broader use of 
technology. Lastly, because helping teachers to 
conserve time is a priority, additional resources 
are listed, along with suggested answers to 
discussion questions.
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Introduction

The inner tube was floating in 
the middle of my neighbor’s 

pool. I was six at the time. The 
neighbor’s daughter had gone inside, leaving 
three of us around the pool. My friend really 
wanted the inner tube. I had a swimsuit on, so 
she pushed me in the water to get it, completely 
unaware of the fact that I could NOT swim. My 
only recollection was my head going under the 
water. Fortunately for me, my friend realized I 
was going under and ran to get the 19-year old 
girl who lived there. Someone threw me a life 
preserver as she jumped in and rescued me. I 
had almost drowned.

Many of you have a similar story of absolutely 
needing to be rescued at a particular point in 
your life. It might have been a physical type of 
rescue, such as the one above, or it might have 
been a mental, emotional, or spiritual type of 
rescue. Individuals have been rescued from 
abuse, neglect, physical dangers and other 
life emergencies. These types of rescues are 
necessary. They are good. They can literally 
save our life, but are all of life’s problems and 
difficulties in need of a lifesaving rescue?

Take for instance the butterfly. A butterfly is a 
beautiful insect that majestically flutters from 
flower to flower with brilliance and ease. The 
butterfly looks like it has never had to endure a 
hardship of any kind as it freely goes about its 
way. Yet, this is not the case at all. The butterfly 
starts out as a caterpillar that grows really fast. 
In fact, it grows so fast that it must go through a 
process called molting whereby the caterpillar 
must shed its present skin and get new skin. 
This can happen more than once. When the 
caterpillar is done growing, it then spins itself 
into a chrysalis, or a very small, hard, enclosed 
space that hangs from a tree or leaf. The 
caterpillar spends days, weeks, and sometimes 
even months inside this chrysalis resting and 
morphing into a completely different form. 
It goes through a complete metamorphosis 
and eventually becomes a butterfly. When the 
transformation is complete, the butterfly has 
another hard task to complete. This crucial, 
difficult task is breaking out of the chrysalis. 
The butterfly struggles to slowly free itself 
of the chrysalis. As it emerges, the wings are 
crumpled and wet and not ready for flying. The 
butterfly still clings to the chrysalis because 



4

RESCUE ME?

the chrysalis is providing the fluid that is being 
pumped through its body and wings to make 
them bigger and fit for flying. Without this 
crucial stage, the butterfly’s wings would not 
fully develop; therefore making it unable to fly.

Imagine for a moment you see a beautiful 
butterfly painfully struggling day after day 
to break free of its chrysalis, and out of 
compassion you want to do something to 
help it. So, you decide to help the butterfly 
out of its chrysalis. You want to “rescue” the 
butterfly from its struggle. You carefully help 
the butterfly out by snipping the chrysalis or 
tugging gently on the butterfly to set it free 
from its struggle. But instead of watching the 
butterfly flutter away, it hobbles around. You 
notice that the wings are underdeveloped and 
the butterfly is not capable of flying. It can no 
longer fulfill its purpose. You have rescued the 
butterfly, but at what expense? The butterfly 
is now doomed to a life of despair and 
helplessness.

The butterfly must struggle in order to be 
adequately prepared for the next stage of 
its existence. The struggle is what allows 
the fluid to pump throughout the body and 
the wings making them fit for flight. This 
necessary struggle becomes valuable.

Somewhere along the line, we have confused 
lifesaving rescues with butterfly “rescues.” 
When a child is younger, it is important to 
protect him or her from dangers. But as the 
child grows and matures, we still give into his 
or her pleas for help and come to the “rescue.” 
It’s hard to watch someone, especially a child, 
struggle. We fail to see that struggles and 
failures can be a very valuable teacher for our 
youth. Difficulties and hardships teach our 
children about resiliency, grit, and success. 

When we help students escape the hardships, 
challenges, and failures that confront them, 
we are interrupting the acquisition of the 
problem-solving skills they are going to need 
to propel them in the next phase of their life. 
By rescuing, we unknowingly take away a 
youth’s ability to gain autonomy in decision-
making and to flourish as the individual he or 
she was created to be.

As educators, parents, and youth workers, 
we need to offer numerous strategies and 
resources to students as they struggle through 
problems and hardships inside and outside of 
the classroom. We need to encourage them to 
keep trying and come alongside of them when 
they are wavering; yet stop ourselves from 
helping them out of the “chrysalis” too soon, 
and save the “rescuing” for real life, safety-
threatening circumstances. 
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Have we confused lifesaving 
rescues with everyday 

rescues from hardships, failures, 
and difficulties? For many, the belief is 
we have. There are times in life when we need 
to accept a life preserver from someone, but 
there are more times when we can work it out 
on our own or with minimal assistance.

Students may feel like they need to be rescued 
from work that becomes too difficult or takes 
longer to complete, but instead of rescuing them, 
we need to be teaching them life strategies they 
can use to overcome their problems and gain 
autonomy in their abilities. Helping students 
shift their focus from only seeing the problems 
towards seeing the opportunities that surround 
them is a necessary step to overcoming the 
desire to be rescued. We want to encourage 
independence. The negative in life is easy to 
find so it is important we help students develop 
healthier, more positive ways of viewing their 
life situation and problems.

Activities included in this section are:

 Defining Rescue

 Do You Want to Be Rescued?

 Recognizing the Signs

 Attitude Adjustment, Seeing Problems 
as Opportunities

 Mountains of Problems or Not?

1
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Defining Rescue

O B J E C T I V E S : 

Social Skills: Students will contribute to group activities and discussions. 
Students will also practice how to share personal experiences.

Executive Functions: Students will show self-control by listening  
without interrupting, and curiosity by asking and answering questions  
to deepen understanding.

M A T E R I A L S  N E E D E D :

zz Lifesaving Rescue Story 
zz Butterfly “Rescue” Story
zz “Rescues Compare and Contrast” worksheet
zz Paper
zz Pencil
zz Boys Town Social Skill poster, “Sharing Personal Experiences”
zz Boys Town Social Skill poster, “Contributing to a Discussion”

T E A C H E R  I N S T R U C T I O N S : 

1. 	 Pass out the “Rescues Compare and Contrast” worksheet to students.

2. 	Explain that you will be reading two “rescue” stories to students. Tell them to record how they 
are alike or different on the “Rescues Compare and Contrast” worksheet.

3. 	 Read the two different rescue story scenarios to the class. One is a rescue performed on 
someone who was drowning. (Lifesaving type of rescue.) The other is rescuing a butterfly that 
is trying to get out of the chrysalis. (This rescue harms the butterfly.)

4. 	 Debrief with students. Explain that next they will be asked to share personal examples of 
rescues they have experienced, or know about, that are similar to the drowning rescue.
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5. 	 Remind students you expect them to share their examples appropriately by following the steps 
of the Boys Town Social Skill Sharing Personal Experiences:

a. 	 Decide if you should share personal experiences with other people.
b.	 Determine whether the person appears comfortable with what you are telling him or her.
c.	 Share experiences that are appropriate for another person to know.
d. 	 If what you told the other person is confidential, make sure he or she knows that.

6. 	 After sharing the stories, lead a discussion about the possible danger involved when a lifesaving 
rescue is needed. Ask students to share their feelings about this, and record the feelings 
students have had after this type of rescue on the board.

7. 	 Remind students of the steps of the Boys Town Social Skill Contributing to a Discussion:
a. 	 Look at the person who is talking and wait for a point when no one else is talking.
b.	 Make a short, appropriate comment relating to the topic being discussed.
c.	 Choose words that are not offensive or confusing to others.
d. 	 Give other people a chance to participate.

8. 	 Encourage students to share examples of rescues they have experienced, or know about, that are 
similar to the butterfly story. (Example: They were working really hard on a math problem but 
someone else gave them the answer right before they got it on their own.) Ask: Did this type of 
rescue make them feel the same as a lifesaving type of rescue? If not, what was the difference?

9. 	 On a piece of paper, instruct students to record whether they prefer to be rescued like the 
butterfly even when they don’t need it, or if they prefer to solve issues on their own. Ask them 
to explain their answers.

	 Relate this to the butterfly story. The butterfly was actually helped at first but ended up being 
harmed. How is this similar to what can happen to them? Ask for examples and discuss.

10. 	Break into groups of three or four.

11. 	 Instruct students to, in their groups, brainstorm ways that the two examples of rescue stories 
relate to school. They should answer the following questions while they brainstorm:

a. 	 Do they always need to be rescued?
b.	 Should they rescue others? Why or why not? Explain.
c.	 Is there a difference between helping and rescuing someone? If so, what is the 

difference?
d. 	 When is it okay to rescue someone?

12. 	Ask each group of students to summarize the two different types of rescues and develop three 
of their own questions to further clarify the two. Share and discuss with the class.
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Be ready to share a rescue  
story of your own.

F L I P P E D  C L A S S R O O M :
Ask students to research and summarize the lifecycle of a butterfly. Instruct them to discover 
what would happen to the butterfly if it were helped out of the chrysalis early. Discuss the an-
swers in class.. 

A D D I T I O N A L  R E S O U R C E S :
Online examples of rescues.
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Lifesaving Rescue (Near Drowning)

The inner tube was floating in the middle of my neighbor’s pool. 
I was six at the time. The neighbor’s daughter had gone inside, 

leaving three of us around the pool. My friend really wanted the inner 
tube. I had a swimsuit on, so she pushed me in the water to go get 
it, completely unaware of the fact that I could NOT swim. My only 
recollection was my head going under the water. Fortunately for me, my 
friend realized I was going under and ran to get the 19-year old girl who 
lived there. Someone threw me a life preserver as she jumped in and 
rescued me. I had almost drowned.

Butterfly Rescue
See next page for story.

-VS-
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Butterfly Rescue

A butterfly is a beautiful insect that majestically  
flutters from flower to flower with brilliance  

and ease. The butterfly starts out as a caterpillar that  
grows quickly. In fact, it grows so fast that it must go through  
a process called molting whereby the caterpillar must shed its  
present skin and get new skin. This can happen more than once. When 
the caterpillar is done growing, it then spins itself into a chrysalis, or 
a very small, hard, enclosed space that hangs from a tree or leaf. The 
caterpillar spends days, weeks, and sometimes even months inside this 
chrysalis resting and morphing into a completely different form. It goes 
through a complete metamorphosis and eventually becomes a butterfly. 
When the transformation is complete, the butterfly has another hard task 
to complete. This crucial, difficult task is breaking out of the chrysalis. 
The butterfly struggles to slowly free itself of the chrysalis and when 
it finally emerges, the wings are still crumpled and wet and not ready 
for flying. The butterfly clings to the chrysalis because the chrysalis is 
providing the fluid that is being pumped through the butterfly’s body and 
wings to make them bigger and ready for flying.

So, imagine for a moment you see a beautiful butterfly painfully 
struggling day after day to break free of its chrysalis and out of 
compassion you want to do something to help it. So, you decide to help 
the butterfly out of its chrysalis. You want to “rescue” the butterfly from 
its struggle. You carefully help the butterfly out by snipping the chrysalis 
or tugging gently on the butterfly to set it free from its struggle, but 
instead of watching the butterfly flutter away, you notice that the wings 
are underdeveloped and the butterfly is not capable of flying. You have 
cut off the source of the fluid that will help it to fly. Without this crucial 
struggle, the butterfly’s wings cannot fully develop; therefore making it 
unable to fly. You have rescued the butterfly, but at what expense?



Pages 11-104 are not included in this excerpt. 
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TAMARA ZENTIC is a veteran middle school teacher with more than 20 years 
of experience. In addition to a master’s degree in youth development, Zentic 
has a unique eye for creating lessons and strategies that tap into the emotional 
world of students, helping them to process and solve social dilemmas. She’s a 
firm believer that everyone can be somebody’s difference!
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Anyone who works or lives with kids knows that one  
of the toughest lessons to learn is perseverance.
From the time they’re young, children learn early there 
are trusted adults in their lives who are there to bail them 
out. And many times, “rescuing” kids is something adults 
are glad to do. It gives us personal satisfaction to see the 
happiness on their faces when they know we care and we 
will be there for them.

But sometimes, rescuing them is not the right answer. Sometimes, we’re 
missing key opportunities to help those children identify their own 
solutions, and to persevere until they solve a problem.

In this third book in the 13 and Counting series, author Tamara Zentic, MS, 
provides 24 lessons, coupled with the implementation of the Boys Town 
Social Skills, to teach problem-solving in students. The lessons will help 
students identify how and when to ask for help, how to come up with 
their own solutions to tough problems, and how to persevere 
and see the problem through to the end.

The lessons invite and encourage the use of Executive 
Function Processes as part of the teaching emphasis.

Keeping in mind the developmental level of 5th-
12th grade students, the lessons incorporate the 
use of technology, through various devices, to better 
engage and motivate the students of the digital, 21st 
century. Flipped classroom suggestions are provided.
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