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FOCUS Stress

Mention the word stress to a teen, and you will have begun a serious
conversation. Starting at an early age, most young people become well
acquainted with the stress of living in an increasingly complex world.
Parents bring home the stress of the workplace, or they suffer job loss, both
having a ripple effect on the family. Ours 1s a mobile society, and
dislocations and relocations contribute to stress. There are pressures at
school, with some children coping well and some not so well with the
demands of the classroom and activities and the inherent social challenges.
Illness, accidents, or other life events can have dramatic physical and
emotional repercussions for months or years. Having a learning difference
or physical disability can contribute to stress. Being taller, shorter, heavier,
or thinner than most peers may be a stressor—or having interests that differ
from those of peers. Facing difficult classes and assignments can stress both
young and older adolescents. Being in a cultural minority may be stressful
as well.

Stress is part of life—growing up, growing old, facing change, being ill,
working, and caring for family members. Pessimism, multiple
responsibilities, trying to respond to everyone’s needs, and isolation all can
heighten stress levels. Being tensely and intensely connected through social
networking, with little quiet and unengaged time to step back and
contemplate feelings and perceptions, may also contribute to stress.

Consciously or unconsciously, families teach children coping skills. Some
adolescents have learned healthy and effective ways to cope with life’s
stressors. They talk about the stress they are experiencing, step back and
gain perspective on stressful situations, and apply problem-solving



techniques. They release tension through a healthy level of exercise,
socializing, relaxation, diversion, or a deliberate change of pace and pattern.
Others learn unhealthy ways to cope with stress, trying to escape or deny
stress through alcohol and other drugs, overeating or other unhealthful
eating behaviors, workaholism, moving to a new location (the “geographic
cure”), sleeping, daydreaming, or watching too much television. Some
resort to tantrums or abusing those around them. Others cope by blaming,
scapegoating, punishing, or accepting a victim posture. Some experience
depression. More and more have anxiety.

The sessions in this section of How (and Why) to Get Students Talking give
students a chance to think about their stressors and to begin sorting them
into two basic categories: those they can do something about and those that
probably cannot be changed. Within the safe, supportive environment of the
group, they can discuss their coping styles and perhaps begin to deal with
stressful situations more effectively.

Simply having a chance to talk about stress can be valuable. Your primary
responsibility as group facilitator is to listen carefully, hear what group
members are saying, communicate that you have heard them, and commend
them for their openness, genuineness, and willingness to articulate complex
issues and feelings.

General Objectives

* Group members learn about stress.

» They learn to talk about stress and stressors and to sort out stressful
situations.

» They consider various ways to cope with stress.



FOCUS Stress
What Is Stress?

Objectives

* Group members increase their understanding of stress.

» They discover similarities within the group regarding stress and
stressors.

* They find out that people respond differently to similar stressors,
depending on their personality, how they interpret various situations, and
what kinds of coping strategies they have learned.

Important

All of the other sessions in this section depend on group members having
some understanding of stress and stressors. Be sure to present this session
before any of the other sessions on stress.

Suggestions

1. Introduce the topic by asking the group to define the term stress. If
necessary, provide a few synonyms: anxiety, pressure, tension, worry.
Then ask volunteers to tell what they know about stress. Afterward,
introduce information from the following that has not been brought up
in the group discussion.

~ Stress can be good and helpful. It can lead to high productivity, a
good level of competitiveness and performances, and high



alertness. Some people even seek out stress, loving the adrenaline
rush and performing better when the pressure is on.

~ Excessive stress can cause problems if people do not cope with it
effectively.

~ Physical responses to stress can include accelerated heartbeat (as
the body prepares for fight or flight), cold extremities (as the
capillaries constrict to make more blood available at the center of
the body to protect the major organs), tight muscles, tense
shoulders, a pressure headache, dry mouth, clammy hands, and/or
stomach or intestinal discomfort, among several possibilities.

~ Prolonged periods of stress can lead to significant physical
problems. Medical professionals see many illnesses that may have
origins in stress. When they see patients with pain and distress for
no apparent physical reasons, they might conclude that the
symptoms are related to stress.

~ Emotionally, stress can affect concentration, sleep, safety, and
appetite. It can cause irritability, extreme reactions to normal
problems, self-blame, tearfulness, anxiety, depression, panic
attacks, and debilitating perfectionism. Sometimes it can lead to
addictions.

~ Most people react to excessive stress in a particular way. They may
develop colds, diarrhea, stomachaches, headaches, skin problems,
or tense neck and shoulders, for instance.

~  Stress can result from having to do something new or do something
differently from before—for example, move to a different home,
change schools, adjust to a divorce or a new family, deal with a
physical problem, adjust to a new baby in the home, use new and
complex technology, start new kinds of school assignments, or
adjust to a loss.

Encourage group members to describe their own physical and
emotional responses to stress. Ask, “What tells you that you are under
stress? How do you behave? How do you feel? How does your body
react?” (You might consider copying an outline of a human form and



inviting members to color, with crayons or markers, where they
typically feel stress physically.)

Ask group members to tell about stressful situations in their lives.
Every so often, as a way of supporting those who are sharing, ask the
group, “Does this sound familiar? Has anyone else experienced
something like this?” Depending on the situation, respond with
something like “That does sound stressful” or “Wow, that’s tough” or
“That’s certainly a huge change for you.”

Ask, “What kinds of things in your life are stressful? Raise your hand if
you feel stress in connection to

~ competition in a talent area, including sports
~ getting along with others your age

~ doing well in your classes

~ feeling uncomfortable in school

~ having to work faster than you’d like to

~ trying to please everyone.”

Consider inviting an expert to speak with your group as a follow-up
session. This might be someone from a stress clinic or an expert on
biofeedback, meditation/relaxation, or yoga.

Consider making “stress balls” as a group, carefully considering
whether your group is likely to react favorably or unfavorably to a
hands-on activity, whether hyperactive members would be engaged or
overly stimulated, whether the group would have difficulty settling
down afterward, whether they would expect physical activity at every
meeting thereafter, and how much spilled sand might be a problem.
Materials needed include a tray of fine sand, a funnel, something to
pour sand into a funnel with, and two balloons per member. Directions
to the group, broken up into partners, follow here:

~ One partner stretches the neck of the balloon while the other
partner uses a funnel (or spoon) to pour in an amount of sand equal
to what could comfortably be gently squeezed in the hand.

~ Someone ties a knot in the stretched balloon neck.



~ Someone clips off the end of a second balloon. One partner
stretches the neck of, and rolls down, the second balloon while the
other partner eases the filled balloon into it, with the tied neck in
first. The outside balloon is then rolled out around the filled balloon
(pantyhose-style).

The students are to take the stress balls home to use while watching
television, doing homework, feeling stressed, or settling down after
vigorous activity—as a stress reliever. They should not throw them or
otherwise cause commotion with them at school.

Ask group members if there is a specific stressor they need help coping
with. For the various stressors mentioned, ask the group for
suggestions.

For closure, invite volunteers to summarize what they have learned,
felt, or thought about during this session.



FOCUS Stress
Sorting Out the Stressors

Objectives

* Group members learn that it can feel good to talk about the stressors in
their lives and related feelings.

* They hear about the stressors of other group members, which helps to
put their stress into perspective and also helps them to feel less alone in
their struggles.

* They evaluate various stressors and determine which ones are short-term
and which are long-term, as well as which can be remedied and which
cannot.

» They learn that focusing on the present, as opposed to looking anxiously
to the future—or vice versa, if present circumstances feel overwhelming
—can alleviate some stress.

* They explore whether making adjustments in their lives might enable
them to concentrate on themselves in healthy ways and relieve some
stress.

Suggestions

1. Introduce the topic with references to the preceding session, “What Is
Stress?”” Be sure that session precedes this one. Briefly share any other
relevant information you have learned about stress and stressors,
perhaps from recent newspaper or magazine articles. You might say
that businesses and educational institutions often offer stress-reduction



programs to their employees because stress potentially affects
performance, production, absenteeism, health, and ultimately medical
Insurance rates.

Hand out the “Stress Boxes” activity sheet. Instruct the group to write
the name or description of a specific stressor in each of the boxes on
the left. (Examples: “School” is not specific; “third period math class”
is. “Family” is not specific; “my little sister invading my privacy” is.
“Noise” is not specific; “dogs barking when I’m trying to sleep” is.)

When all group members have finished, ask them to draw a squiggle on
the line connecting each stress box to its paired box. The density of the
squiggle should indicate how much stress they associate with that
particular stressor. (The more stress, the more dense the squiggle.)
Then, in each empty box on the right, direct them to write a large “X” if
the box is connected to a short-term stressor (one which probably will
not be a concern after a few weeks or months), an “O” if the box 1s
connected to a long-term stressor, which might be with them for many
years, or a “+” in each box paired with a stressor they could do
something about tomorrow if they chose to.

Important

During this activity, be alert for group members who seem unable to
discriminate among their stressors, or who have drawn dense squiggles
for all of them, since they may be feeling overwhelmed by many
significant stressors. Rather than calling attention to high-stress
individuals in the group in this regard, make a general suggestion at the
end like, “If you had a hard time sorting out your stressors, since they all
feel huge right now, I encourage you to talk with a caring and trusted
adult, including the school counselor (if you are in a school), to sort
through them and get a handle on them.” If you sense that a particular
student 1s highly distressed, seek him or her out privately at your first
opportunity and ask, “Should I be worried about you?” If the answer is
yes, ask if the student would like you to call a parent and/or if he or she
would be comfortable talking with the school counselor. If you are the
school counselor, extend the conversation to determine the seriousness of
the situation.



Encourage students to share their stress boxes. One way they can do
this 1s to list stressors in order of intensity, and then explain which ones
they could do something about if they chose to, which one are short
term, and which ones (if any) might be long-term.

The first three suggestions often take up an entire session. The process
of naming and describing stressors, and sorting them out, can be a
powerful and valuable exercise in itself. While I do not encourage
moving into problem-solving for this session, if time allows and group
members express an interest, the discussion might shift to how the
stressed students have tried to resolve situations that were described as
potentially resolvable. Then, if appropriate, you might also ask the
group for suggestions for coping and resolution. Here are some sample
stressors and suggestions from adolescent groups:

~ Short-term stressor: Too much makeup homework. Suggestions:
Try harder not to miss school; complete assignments on time; work
on organization (use an assignment notebook) to remember
assignments.

~ Short-term stressor: Can’t find anything in my room. Suggestion:
Clean the room and get some storage boxes.

~ Short-term stressor: A big project that’s due soon. Suggestions:
Start working on it today. Break it down into smaller steps and
finish one today, continuing with small steps.

~ Short-term stressor: Single parent is recovering at home from
surgery and cannot do any housework. Suggestions: Focus on what
you need to do at home to survive, including being organized about
homework and chores. Check in with the school counselor. Take a
walk or exercise in another way.

~ Long-term stressor: Working on a joint project with a peer who
doesn’t do his or her share. Suggestions: Be more assertive. Set
limits. Talk to him or her directly about the problem.

~ Long-term stressor: No privacy at home. Suggestions: Set limits.
Be assertive about asking for what you need. Hide the diary.

~ Long-term stressor: Constant family fights. Suggestions: Ask
parents to set up a family meeting to discuss problem-solving. See



if the family will agree to a “count-to-ten-before-you-yell” rule.
Break the pattern by not responding in your usual way.

~ Long-term stressor: Worries about the future—starting high school,
graduating, and leaving home, in particular. Suggestions: Talk to a
school counselor. Talk to someone who is currently in high school
or who attends the type of school you are considering for after high
school or who works in the field you would like to work in.

To conclude this part of the discussion, you might say something like
this: “We can’t (and wouldn’t want to) eliminate all stressors from our
lives, since stress can be beneficial, but we can learn to cope with those
that bother us, and we can alter the way we respond to them. We can
also make sure that we take care of our health, so that during negatively
stressful times we can cope well and be less likely to feel
overwhelmed.”

Some teens would probably benefit from focusing more on the future.
However, some could deal with stress more effectively by living more
in the present, particularly those who seem intensely absorbed in what
comes next (a habit which can become lifelong). You might encourage
students who are stressed about the future to try not to be preoccupied
with it, even though there are decisions to make and goals to set. If they
mention stress related to others’ expectations, turn the discussion to the
importance of paying attention to their own needs as well. That doesn’t
mean they should ignore the values or wishes of their parents and
others, but they also need to reflect on what they are comfortable with
and what their dreams are.

For closure, ask the group to comment on what the experience of this
session was like. As they leave, remind them to keep sorting through
their stressors. Doing that may help them to feel more in control of

them. Dispose of the activity sheets or add them to the group folders.
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FOCUS Stiress

Role Models and Strategies for
Coping with Stress

Background

This session focuses on adult role models for coping with stress. As
students consider how they have learned to cope, it might be helpful to offer
the following thoughts about learning to cope effectively with stress:

* We are capable of managing stress and making situations less
threatening.

« We cannot avoid all stressful situations, but we can learn to respond to
stress in more healthful and effective ways.

« Learning to recognize our reactions to stress is one key to coping well.

* We can pause before reacting to stressful situations and think about our
options and the consequences of what we might do.

* We can respond creatively and learn to see stressful situations as
chances to learn about stress, ourselves, and our responses to stress—
and grow personally.

* We can remember that fears about “catastrophes” are usually unfounded
—they don’t prove to be true.

» Instead of avoiding stressful situations, we can figure out ways to handle
the challenges of life effectively and become more and more resilient.



We can talk to our family, friends, teachers, coaches, or coworkers about
stress and how we cope with it. A good listener can help us sort out our
stress. We can even tell our listeners that we do not want advice. We just
need someone to listen while we try to make sense of a situation.

We can learn to relax, take time to rest, exercise, eat healthfully, and
avoid caffeine. We can learn to cope without using eating, drinking,
stimulants, or sleep aids as a coping strategy. When we feel good
physically, we can cope with stress better.

Objectives

Group members recognize that responses to stress and coping strategies
are often learned from adult role models.

They discover that it is possible to learn new responses to stress and
unlearn responses that have become bad habits.

Suggestions

Introduce the idea that we learn how to cope with stress from important
people in our lives who model coping behaviors. Some are better
models for us than others. Ask the group to list on paper the significant
adults in their lives and then briefly describe how each deals with
stressful situations. Explain that these should be not only adults they
like and respect, but any adult who plays an important role in their
lives. Encourage the group to share their lists and descriptions.

Ask students to list three ways they can tell that they are stressed (for
example, feelings, physical changes, behaviors). Invite them to share
these.

Invite comparisons between their coping styles and those of the adults
in their lives. Ask questions like the following:

~ How do your typical responses compare with the adults’ responses?

~ How does your coping style compare to the style of the adult you
know best?



~ How well do the adults’ coping strategies work? How well do
yours work for you? Are they effective?

~ Has your way of reacting to stress ever made a situation worse?

Turn the focus to some specifics of how group members respond to
stress. Ask questions like the following:

~ How do you express anger or frustration or other strong emotions?
How good are you at talking about anger or frustration or sadness?
(Encourage them to see feelings as “making sense,” given the
circumstances. We can learn through experience how to express
feelings so that they do not make situations worse or hurt ourselves
or others.)

~ How much do you feel you must always stay in control, be rational,
and stay even-tempered? If control and calmness are your ideal,
how does it feel when you are stressed?

~ How many of you have someone to talk with about stress? Would
any of you be willing to tell us who that is? (Then perhaps tally the
number who mentioned friends, parents, a counselor, sibling, or
other confidants.) How often are you able to do that? What is that
like to talk about stress?

~ If your way of coping isn’t working well, what different ways could
you try for relieving stress? What might happen if you responded to
stress in that new way?

Invite the group to share successful coping strategies. Ask, “When you
find yourself in a stressful situation, how do you help yourself to feel
okay? What do you do to stay clear-headed? How long do you usually
stay upset?”

Invite members to tell how they respond when others around them are
stressed. You might remark that people who are upset usually do not
want to be “fixed”; they just want to be listened to. Listening to people
can help their stress to dissipate.

Demonstrate how stress can build by shaking a can of soda. Ask the
group what would happen if you opened the can now (Warning: Don’t
open it!). Invite students to comment about that metaphor for coping



with stress. Ask them to raise a hand if that metaphor applies to them—
that 1s, if they tend to let their stress build up to dangerous levels. Then
ask how they can avoid an “explosion.” (Talking about stress and
sorting it out are some ways that can help.)

Lead the group in a simple relaxation exercise, or invite someone in the
school or community to visit your group for this purpose. (Be aware
that some parents might object to your doing that, so it would be wise
to ask parental permission, explaining what the process will be.)

For closure, ask one or more volunteers to summarize what has been
helpful in the session. If appropriate, commend the group for their
honesty and thoughtfulness. Wish them “good coping” over the next
several days, and encourage them to observe their own and others’
responses to stress.



FOCUS Stress

Is It Harder to Be an Adolescent
Today?

Background

Is it true, as some say, that many of today’s children and teens are spoiled
by a “soft life” and have a sense of entitlement? Perhaps—but consider the
enormous numbers who live in poverty, in blighted urban or rural areas, in
abusive and dysfunctional families. Consider, too, the changes related to
family structure, geographic mobility and shallow roots, not living near
extended family, danger- and fear-saturated news, advertising on prime-
time television related to alcohol and prescription drugs and television
shows and movies depicting drug use, insecure economic circumstances,
military deployment, online dangers, societal and family violence,
addiction, the impact of media on behavior, and the continual bombardment
of information from many sources. Consider also how quickly change
happens. It is possible that adolescents today are stronger and more resilient
than any preceding generation because of all they must deal with and adapt
to.

This session gives adolescents a chance to explore the validity of that claim
of strength and resilience. Do they have more to deal with than their parents
or grandparents did when they were young? Can preceding generations
even begin to imagine what it is like to be a middle school or high school
student today? Can teens apply the same strategies their parents used to
survive their adolescence, or are these strategies no longer appropriate or



effective? A discussion generated by these questions can be empowering for
adolescents.

This session is not meant to promote a “poor us” attitude in a group. It can,
however, be another opportunity for group members to gain skills in
articulating feelings and concerns and to shed new light on how young
people are faring today, whether or not circumstances are worse than they
were 1n the past. Seeing themselves as strong for what they are
accomplishing in stressful times might help students to feel confident and
positive. There will be no “right” or “wrong” in this discussion, and as the
facilitator, you should try to avoid a “yes, but . . .” attitude.

Objectives

* Group members are reminded that growing up today is different from
growing up in their parents’ or grandparents’ generations.

* They learn to articulate the stresses in their lives and consider them in
the context of this decade.

Suggestions

1. Introduce the topic by asking, “Have you ever been accused of being
lazy, being spoiled, taking things for granted, or having an easy life
compared to your parents or grandparents when they were your age?
Has any adult told you that your adolescent life is more difficult than
theirs was?” Then brainstorm ways this decade is different from
preceding decades, in regard to being an adolescent. List responses on
the board or a large sheet of paper. Ask, “What makes life today easier?
more difficult? just different?”

2. Ask, “What are your parents’ hopes for you?” After members report,
encourage the group to consider whether each generation’s adults look
to their children to achieve what they did not in school, relationships,
marriage, and career.

3. If your group includes individuals who do not have economic or other
advantages, ask questions like those below the note. These questions
are appropriate for others as well.



NOTE: If the group has not developed sufficient trust, you might
choose to read the third section below as a series of statements rather
than questions (altering the beginning to “Several of you might be . .
.”). This approach will affirm group members collectively as hard-
working and responsible. Then invite students to comment on the list.

~ How has your life been affected by recent changes in our society?
(Mention some ideas from the background information if they
aren’t mentioned spontaneously.)

~ How do you feel you compare with your parents’ generation in
personal strength? wisdom? the ability to deal with stress?

~ How many of you are working hard at jobs outside of school?
caring for brothers or sisters? cooking for the family? doing family
laundry and other housework? walking a long way to school?
lacking private space? distracted from schoolwork by
circumstances at home? contributing to family income? being a
“parent” to someone in your family (or to your own children, if
already a parent)? paying for all or most of your own personal
expenses? dealing with your own or someone else’s chronic illness,
physical disability, or learning difficulty?

Invite the group to consider the social stresses of today’s teens. Ask,
“How are things different socially today from ten to twenty years ago?”

In exploring this issue, it does not matter whether the group assesses
preceding generations accurately. There is value simply in expressing
their feelings about their lives. Avoid defending past generations or
questioning group members’ perceptions. The group may do that
themselves. Remember that “process” (participating openly in a
discussion) is more important than “product” (such as an accurate
assessment, a conclusion, or agreement).

For closure, ask, “What thoughts and feelings did you have during this
discussion?”



FOCUS Stress
Taking a Load Off

Background

This session gives group members a chance to talk about the safe havens in
their lives—places and moments where they feel they can be themselves
and be accepted unconditionally; where they do not feel judged or
criticized; where they feel in control, comfortable, and peaceful; and where
they can “take a load off.” This is a low-resistance topic, and even the most
cynical probably will feel free to comment.

Sharing a no-sharp-edges self, with no stiff defenses, in a supportive group
atmosphere can contribute to an improved outlook on life. There may be
individuals who do not feel they have a place to relax and be themselves.
Perhaps they can feel appreciated unconditionally in your group. Your
unconditional adult acceptance of them will be important.

One part of the suggested format for this session involves members’ sharing
places or circumstances where they feel “dumb” and where they feel
“smart”—or “bad” and “good.” Discovering what they have in common is
likely to help them feel connected to others and comfortable with them.

Objectives

* Group members articulate positive feelings associated with places and
circumstances where they feel especially comfortable.

* They let down their defenses and pay attention to their own and others’
feelings, needs, and experiences.



They learn that everyone feels “dumb” in some environments and
“smart” in others.

Suggestions

NOTE: Depending on your group, it may be preferable to begin with
suggestion #3 and then move to #1 and #2.

1.

Ask students to think of a place where they feel peaceful, comfortable,
and good—or of a person who helps them feel that they can unload
their burdens and relax. Group members may enjoy drawing this place
or person—continuing to add to the picture as the discussion goes
along. Encourage them to share their thoughts or drawings, describing
the environment or person in enough detail that the other group
members can understand the importance of the person or place. They
might talk about home, their room, a place in nature, school, their place
of worship, teachers in general, one teacher in particular, one or both
parents, a friend or friends, one or more siblings, a special relative, a
youth group leader, or even a pet, to name several possibilities. Invite
those with pictures to show them to the group if that would be
comfortable for them.

If some can think of no such place or person, ask them to describe an
ideal, hoped-for, supercomfortable situation. You might also ask, “How
have you learned to cope with not having such a place or person in your
life?”

If someone takes this opportunity to describe a chaotic, debilitating, or
otherwise nonsupportive home environment, listen with receptive body
language. You might softly respond with something like, “That’s
certainly a tough situation. I admire your strength and courage in
dealing with it as well as you have.” Your role is not to offer
suggestions for improving the situation, since that is probably not in
your power, but to acknowledge it genuinely and affirm strengths.
Thank the student for sharing. You might say, “We appreciate knowing
that you are dealing with difficult circumstances. We will remember
that and think kind thoughts about you.” At subsequent meetings, as the
group gathers, ask how that student is doing.



Ask students to list on paper those situations or places where they feel
“dumb” or inept. Encourage them to share by reading their lists. Next,
ask them to list on paper those situations or places where they feel
“smart” or confident, and encourage them to share these as well.

It 1s assumed that even students who do not do well in school feel smart
in other situations—perhaps with their friends, at home, or when
involved in their areas of interest. If someone has trouble thinking of a
strength, ask, “What kind of things do you do well?”” (If needed,
suggest video games, managing a website, reading and understanding
directions for new technology, playing an instrument, babysitting,
blogging, fishing, motocross, sports, skateboarding, cooking,
mechanics, singing, farming, card playing, etc.) It may be comforting
to hear that everyone experiences “feeling dumb” in some situations
and that some who appear highly confident are, in fact, not always at
ease.

For closure, ask one or more volunteers to summarize the session.
What kinds of places or people did many in the group mention as
comfortable? uncomfortable? What thoughts did they have as group
members talked? How did it feel to talk about this topic?



FOCUS Stress

Procrastination

Background

Procrastination! Parents and teachers of adolescents know what a problem it
1s. Adolescents themselves probably find it equally frustrating.

Many students have learned that they can delay and delay and then finish a
project or paper at the eleventh hour. The results may or may not be
favorable, since some students might not be able to deliver in the end. For
some group members, procrastination in schoolwork may have more to do
with being drained from other activities or responsibilities. It might also
reflect perfectionism—the inability to begin something that may not be
perfect, concern over not having the perfect idea to pursue, or fear of
failure.

Most teens procrastinate at something—cleaning their room, doing
homework, calling Grandma, sending a thank-you note, applying for a job,
turning in next year’s registration form, taking out the garbage. Perhaps it
makes little difference most of the time, but procrastination can become a
dangerous and self-destructive habit. It can cause stress and tension during
the final, intense effort. It can also cause concern and frustration for those
who worry about the procrastinator.

What can students do about procrastination? They can begin by talking
about it in a caring, supportive, understanding group that probably contains
a number of procrastinators. Even if students have not experienced any



negative effects from procrastinating, talking about it with peers can
provide insight and may even be enjoyable.

Objectives

* Group members look objectively at procrastination and how it affects
them personally.

» They consider what might contribute to their procrastination and ways to
do something about it—if it is a problem for them.

Suggestions

1. Introduce the topic by having the group say the word procrastination
and then asking for a definition. (Possibility: Putting off or delaying
until later, doing something that could/should be done at that time.)
Then ask, “Are there any procrastinators in this group?” After possibly
some joking denial, some—or all—group members will probably admit
to procrastinating occasionally or often. Then ask, “What kinds of
things do you procrastinate about?” List their responses on the board or
a large sheet of paper.

2. Ask the group, “How much does procrastination cause problems for
you? (You might make this a scaling question: ‘On a scale of 1 to 10 . .
.’) for other people in your life? what kinds of problems? How much
should parents and teachers be concerned about it?”” (As an option,
provide the group with a simple sketch of a “procrastometer,” with a
dial containing the numbers 1 to 10. Hand out sheets of paper and
invite students to draw a needle to the appropriate level of
procrastination they feel they have. Underneath the “meter” they can
list the kinds of things they procrastinate about—perhaps in rank order
and perhaps in a box.)

3. Encourage the group to delve deeper into their procrastination. If they
need help, ask questions like the following:

~ What kind of payoff is there for procrastination?

~ What do you do in other areas while procrastinating in one area (if
anything)?



~

How efficient or inefficient are you when you do things at the last
minute? (Be prepared for a wide range of answers here.)

How effective are you at these times?
What feelings do you have when procrastinating?

On a scale of 1 to 10, how well are you able to concentrate on what
you need to do when you get down to action?

How has your procrastination changed in recent years—if at all?

Help the group to identify areas where they tend to procrastinate. Ask
polling questions like the following:

~

How many of you procrastinate only in schoolwork? only with
household chores? only with tasks that involve planning for the
future, such as choosing classes, setting up summer activities, or
filling out job or other applications? only when you need to ask for
something? only when you need to talk with someone about
something?

How many of you procrastinate in almost every area of your life?

How many of you procrastinate, but with no bad effects from it for
anyone?

Which of you thinks you are the “best” procrastinator
(procrastinates with everything) in this group? (Invite those who
raise their hands to “make an argument™ to convince the rest. Or,
based on what they have heard in the discussion so far, have them
line up along a wall in the order they think they should be in—from
the “best” procrastinator to the “worst”—and justify their
positions.)

Use questions like the following to help the group explore possible
connections between procrastination and other issues. It is important
here to recognize that levels of procrastination vary considerably, from
mild to severe, from harmless to debilitating. Skip these questions if
procrastination is not a significant problem for your group.

l

How much do other people worry about—and remind you of—the
things you have to do? (If a lot, acknowledge that the others’



worrying and reminding can also be habits.) Here again, you might
make this a scaling question from 1 to 10.

Does anyone nag you about procrastination “all the time”? (If so:)
How does this affect your relationship with that person, if at all?

Consider this thought: Procrastinators hold a certain power over
others or situations—or they want such power. What do you think
about this?

Do you think that procrastination is connected to stress? Do
nonprocrastinators have more stress than procrastinators—or less?
(Don’t imply that there is a correct answer here.)

This suggestion and #6 might be done while the group stands in rank
order (see suggestion #4).

Ask the group to consider what would happen if they suddenly stopped
procrastinating and did everything early—or at least without a last-
minute rush. Invite them to explore this idea by asking questions like
the following:

~

~

~

~

~

Who would be affected? Who would notice first?
How would your life change?

What would you lose?

What would you gain?

How would you feel?

For closure, ask the group to comment on what they heard and felt
during this session.



FOCUS Stiress

Substance Abuse

Background

Most adolescents probably know something about substance abuse; it may
have been a topic in health classes and/or school assemblies, or they may
have knowledge of the issue through personal life experiences. However,
they may not have had the opportunity to discuss this vital subject in a
group of peers led by a stable, caring, nonjudgmental adult. This session
gives them a safe place to express their feelings and thoughts about
substance abuse and to hear what others have to say.

Important

Prior to this session, be sure to familiarize yourself with the topic through
research and consultation (such as talking with police about local trends
in use of specific substances among youth and trends regarding drug use
in general; talking with the school counselor about school issues related
to substance use or about children of substance abusers). Contact
organizations that deal regularly with those issues, and check out the
resource section. You will need a reasonably good understanding of
various substances and their effects in order to feel confident talking in
depth about this topic and to avoid providing erroneous information.
However, it is best if you do not present yourself as an expert (even if
you are). Let group members teach you—first. Students will likely have a
lively discussion if you avoid teaching or preaching. Even if you hear
obvious misinformation (not unusual, unfortunately), delay correcting it
until students ask for information. At the end of the discussion, you can



gently ask if they’d be interested in hearing (or reading) pertinent
information. If they do not show interest in such information, volunteer
to bring in some resources “in the next few weeks” (being careful not to
act as if they don’t know anything). I have never had a group, regardless
of individual circumstances, resist this, even though they might not
express much interest outwardly. Most have been eager for information
—including those already using illegal substances heavily.

As with all topics in this book, the fundamental goal is discussion—for
example, making connections, learning how to communicate effectively,
gaining confidence, becoming more self-aware. The value lies in process,
not product—the discussion itself, not any particular content. This session
may justifiably and effectively avoid being informational.

If your group has been created to deal specifically with substance abuse
problems, most or all of the sessions in this book are appropriate, since the
challenges of adolescence are closely linked with substance use, and
developmental support may actually be the key to prevention or reduction
of substance use. Therefore, do not assume that having a group of
users/abusers means that you must talk about substances much or at all.
With that said, however, for this session you may want to gather specific
information about substance abuse to distribute and to be prepared for a
detailed discussion.

Also consider inviting a counselor or administrator from a local substance
abuse treatment center to visit your group. Suggest that he or she explain
what treatment involves (it usually includes dealing with family issues and
personal problems), how addiction affects adolescents, and current drug
trends. Do not assume that students are well informed on this topic.

Objectives

* Group members learn how some of their peers feel about substance use
and abuse.

» They articulate their feelings about substance use and abuse occurring in
their age group.



Suggestions

1. Begin by taking a one-down (in contrast to an expert-teacher one-up)
posture and asking the group to teach you about substance use and
abuse in their age group. What can they tell you about available
substances, numbers of peers and substances involved, parties,
behavior (especially dangerous behavior), frequency of use, types of
groups involved, and parental attitudes about alcohol, tobacco and e-
cigarettes, and other drug use? What do they know about particular
substances currently popular among teens? Expect some bravado and
claims of (and actual) expertise during this part of the discussion, but
also expect that some group members may have very little knowledge
in any of these areas. Remember that any evaluative comment moves
you away from the one-down position.

Remind the group of the need for confidentiality; some individuals may
share information that could be damaging if shared outside of the
group. Encourage them not to name names in the discussion.

2. Ask the group some process questions: “How does it feel to talk about
this very serious topic here? How do you feel about the information
you have just shared or heard?” After hearing their feelings, continue
the discussion with questions like the following:

~ How much pressure to use alcohol or other drugs is there in your
social group? (Perhaps on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 representing
great pressure.)

~ If'there is pressure, and you are not using, how do you feel about
not using alcohol or other drugs? (Perhaps on a scale of 1 to 10,
with 10 being “good,” 5 being “mixed feelings,” and 1 being “very
uncomfortable.”)

~  Without naming names (here and in the next two questions), do you
know peers whose substance abuse is interfering with schoolwork
and other aspects of their lives? (Raising hands might suffice here
and for the next two questions as well.)

~ Do you know of anyone who has died, or almost died, from alcohol
or other drug abuse?



~

Do you know anyone who has been in treatment for substance
abuse?

Do all adolescents have the potential to become involved with
alcohol and other drugs? to become addicted?

What motivates someone to use alcohol or other drugs? (Rebellion
and the pressure to fit in will likely be mentioned. Be aware that
people often “self-medicate” with drugs to deal with problems such
as depression, even though alcohol is a depressant. Suggest that the
reasons for drug use may be complex—including, for example,
insecurities, feeling overwhelmed, having substances available, role
models, and lack of adult presence at home or at parties.)

Instruct the group to consider how their families view the use of
alcohol and other drugs. Remind them of confidentiality guidelines.
Ask questions like the following:

~

How does your family feel about alcohol use? other drug use? (If
parent and teen attitudes differ, ask, “How do you feel about that?”)
How much do you talk with your parents about drug use? (Perhaps
on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being “very often.”)

What do you know about alcoholism? addiction? particular drugs
of abuse? misuse of prescription medicine? (Ask students what they
know about other drug- or substance-related concerns, including
about nicotine and caffeine.)

What kinds of addictions, other than to substances, are there?
(Examples: eating, not eating, exercising, smoking, chewing
tobacco, using inhalants, drinking coffee or caffeinated soft drinks,
video games, self-injury/self-mutilation, gambling, shopping,
pornography, sex.) How vulnerable, in personality and/or genetic
makeup, to becoming addicted (to anything) do you think you
might be? (Perhaps on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being “very
vulnerable.”)

Ask about their personal “rules” regarding alcohol, nicotine, and other
drugs. Do they make a distinction between alcohol and other drugs?
Should they? Should society?



When would you be concerned that you might be addicted to alcohol or
other drugs? (Examples: Using/drinking more than planned; no
memory of the use later; preoccupation with finding, planning, and
paying for substance use; family or friends being concerned; using
alone; being worried about addiction having a negative effect on work,
school, relationships, health.)

For closure, ask a volunteer to summarize the discussion, with special
emphasis on the information shared in suggestion #1. Express your
hope that group members will make wise choices with regard to
substance use.



FOCUS Stress
Stuck!

Background

When working with students individually and in small groups, the notion of
“developmental stuckness” usually resonates across age and ability levels. I
use the word stuck when I hear that someone is unable to move forward—
with looking for a summer job, trying to make a decision, applying to
colleges, making an overdue life change, letting go of anger or a grudge,
apologizing for hurting someone’s feelings, stopping a harmful behavior, or
asking directly for help at home or at school. “Stuckness” can refer, in terms
of development, to not knowing who we are, where we’re going, how to be
more self-reliant, or how to progress toward increasingly more mature
relationships.

Peers may not view students who are successful in school as struggling with
anything—and certainly not as struggling with developmental hurdles.
However, “successful” students may have no other identity than
“performer” or “winner.” They may be frustrated with not having clear
career direction in spite of academic success, may regret a decision they
made based on family expectations or simply because they wanted to be
done with deciding, may be upset with themselves for not taking time to
relax and be social, or may wish they weren’t so overscheduled with school
activities. They may feel vague sadness, weariness, “stuckness,” and stress
about any of these.

Students who are not as successful in school, and who may struggle even to
come to school every day, may also feel stuck—in behaviors they wish they



could stop, in relationships they don’t feel good about, in bad feelings about
personal losses or adults who let them down, or in a lack of direction. They
may feel overwhelmed by situations and contexts beyond their control or
tensely resistant to what others tell them they should be or do. They, too,
might be experiencing developmental impasse. Who are they? Where are
they making progress? in social relationships? in becoming increasingly
independent? They may feel misunderstood, unsupported, isolated—and
stuck.

Regardless of the ability levels, personalities, and school and home contexts
of your group members, students may unexpectedly find common ground
around the concept of “stuckness.” Even if they appear to be fairly similar,
they may discover that they feel stuck differently.

Objectives

* Group members articulate where they feel impasse.

* They find common ground as they explore and explain feelings of
“stuckness.”

* They consider what is probably in their control and not in their control
regarding their own “stuckness.”

* They acknowledge that feeling stuck can be stressful.

Suggestions

1. Invite group members to describe areas they associate with feeling
stuck, with wishing they could make a change of some kind, with
wishing they could move ahead, or with wishing things could be
different. If examples are not forthcoming, perhaps ask the group to
consider life in general, school classes or activities, jobs, social
relationships, procrastination, projects, what they are practicing or
learning to do, teachers, parents, siblings, peers, sadness, needs,
maturity, skills, or performance.

After each speaks, you might say, quietly, “I can hear your ‘stuck’
feeling,” or “I can hear your frustration (or sadness, pessimism,



loneliness, disappointment),” or “That sounds frustrating,” or “Can
anyone relate to what was just described?”

Ask students what themes they heard about “stuckness”:

~ Were any examples mentioned by more than one person in the
group?

~ What feelings did you have when others spoke about their
“stuckness”?

~ Based on what you’ve heard here, what would you say if an adult
asked you to explain teen “stuckness”?

Ask each group member, “What do you wish someone would say to
you if you were to mention that you feel stuck?” (Instead of advice,
they might want validation: “It sounds as if you’ve got a big hurdle in
front of you.”) You might say, “We probably don’t want or expect to
get advice, but we want someone to listen and ‘get’ what we’re
feeling.”

Ask each member, “When do you expect to put your stuckness behind
you?” If all or most express doubt that they will ever be “unstuck,” you
might say, “Feeling stuck probably seems like it’ll last forever, but rest
assured, nothing stays exactly the same, and I expect that you’ll be able
to unstick yourself eventually—or even soon. I can hear that you feel
pessimistic about that today.”

Ask, “What might you offer to someone who feels stuck in some area
of life?” Here, suggestions become important communication—and
may reflect empathy. Group members’ simply offering supportive
statements may be more valuable than advice. (“That probably feels
like a big hurdle,” or “Maybe that goes with being our age—something
we just have to get through,” or “Maybe we’ll all finally figure out
what to do.”) Some might simply listen quietly and nod. Ask if they
can remember a supportive comment someone said to them lately or in
the past.

Ask the group these questions:

~ Where do you feel you’re making good progress with growing up
(for example, in knowing who you are, in having some sense of



~

what you might be doing as an adult someday, in having good
relationships or a special relationship, in being fairly independent
even if living at home)?

How independent are most kids your age? How independent are the
peers you know well?

How clear do you think most kids your age are about where they’d
like to be in the future—or what they’d like to be doing? What do
you see for yourself in the future?

In what areas of life do you wish you were further ahead right now?

What do you wish adults understood about you? people your age?
your struggles? What do you wish your peers understood about
you?

What do you think most kids your age struggle with?

Then go around the group, asking each student these questions:

~

~

What is one thing that is in your power to change that can help you
feel less stuck?

What would be a small step in that direction?

When could you take the first step? How might you feel after
taking this step?

Who would probably notice first if you took that step toward
change?

How do you think this person would react?

For closure, ask what the group felt during this discussion. Ask what
the average level of “stuckness” seems to be for their group, based on
the discussion. What do they have in common? What are the biggest
differences among them? Ask for a volunteer to define “stuckness”
now that the discussion is done.
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