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Teaching and Learning Strategies
Opening Activities

CONCENTRIC CIRCLES supports the social and emotional skills of self-awareness, 
social awareness, and relationship skills.

We use this Opening Activity near the beginning of the curriculum because it’s an effective 
way to build community in your group. Concentric Circles gives youth the opportunity to 
share their thoughts and experiences with each other in brief one-on-one conversations. 
The quick-paced, one-on-one prompts free flowing conversations. It also brings an 
element of fun by allowing group members to move around.

Remember, these are brief exchanges to help group members know one another better. 
Make sure you clear a large enough space in the room for your group to move around 
comfortably. You might want your group members to rehearse forming two circles and 
rotating to new partners. This activity may seem complicated, but once you’ve done it 
once with your group, everyone will become comfortable and know what to do.

JOURNAL JOT supports the social and emotional skill of self-awareness.

This short burst of writing helps teens get their thoughts and feelings down on paper 
quickly.

Journal Jot often unlocks teens’ ideas or emotions while helping them get to the heart of 
an issue, be more active and engaged during the session, and connect more deeply to the 
themes of the story. Because it can spark strong feelings, be respectful of privacy during 
the share time. Remind teens that in a Pair Share or Group Share, they choose what, and 
how much, they feel comfortable sharing. Sticking to this protocol will build trust in your 
group.

We often include Journal Jots in a session plan’s Opening Activity to activate schema and 
to introduce the theme of the story. To support diverse learners, consider the option of 
drawing or making a list instead of writing.

OPINION CONTINUUM supports the social and emotional skills of self-awareness and 
social awareness.

This kinetic activity helps youth listen to, engage with, and appreciate diverse perspectives. 
As the group leader, you will create an actual continuum by clearing a large area in the 
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center of the room and posting “agree” and “disagree” signs at either end. Be sure to 
introduce the activity and provide directions before asking the group to stand and 
move into the center of the space. Then group members will draw on their background 
knowledge to explain where they “stand” on the issue.

Opinion Continuum gives group members the opportunity to express their views while 
considering others’ viewpoints. They are invited to quietly change their position if they are 
influenced by a peer ’s opinion. Having this option underscores the importance of being 
open to new ideas and free to change one’s mind. To maintain the debate-free zone, you 
can support minority positions by standing near someone who is alone at one end of the 
continuum. Provide a brief argument for that position.

Sometimes stories address challenges and dilemmas connected to the larger world. 
Opinion Continuum is an effective way for group members to express their beliefs about 
them and see that other people have different opinions.

PAIR SHARE supports the social and emotional skills of social awareness and 
relationship skills.

In a Pair Share, group members are directed to turn and talk to the person they are sitting 
next to (or someone in the group they don’t know well). With a partner, they take turns 
being the speaker and the listener and share responses to a specific question asked by the 
leader. This activity should follow explicit instruction and modeling of active listening, and 
can be used as an ongoing practice tool for the group.

Pair Shares are more intimate than whole group-centered activities, and less intimidating 
for shy group members. When you want group members to come up with deeper, more 
thoughtful responses in discussion and writing, a Pair Share is a good option. The Pair 
Share affords everyone the opportunity to articulate their ideas without the pressure of 
addressing the entire group.

TOSS ONE, TAKE ONE supports self-awareness and social awareness.

This activity is a quick and interactive way for group members to anonymously share and 
hear diverse perspectives. Group members write a response to a prompt on a piece of 
paper, crumple it up, and toss it into a container to try to “make a basket.” Each group 
member then retrieves a peer ’s anonymous response and reads it aloud to the group.

Toss One, Take One is used as an Opening Activity. It’s an easy way to draw on the group’s 
background knowledge and open up different ways of thinking about the story’s themes. 
The random sharing helps group members feel comfortable expressing their ideas.
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Encourage your group members to make personal connections to the responses their 
peers read aloud. It’s a way to strengthen relationships within the group without putting 
one another on the spot. The act of tossing paper balls into a container also builds com-
munity and boosts the group’s energy.

Explore the Idea Activities

DEAR TEEN WRITER supports the social and emotional learning skills of self-awareness 
and social awareness.

Through letter writing, group members have a chance to “talk back” and engage with the 
teen writer ’s thoughts, feelings, and experiences. They don’t have to come directly from a 
place of “I.” Instead, they can give advice, offer support, or share an alternative perspective. 
The goal here is for group members to further develop empathy for the writer ’s experi-
ences. Still, any personal connections they make are more than welcome. Like in all other 
Youth Communication writing activities, no emphasis is placed on spelling, grammar, or 
other writing conventions.

If the group leader wishes, this expressive writing could lead to formal writing practice. 
Group members could incorporate revisions that emphasize writing conventions, audience, 
and format.

DRAW IT supports self-awareness and social awareness.

For reluctant and motivated writers alike, drawing is an effective tool to represent their 
thinking in an engaging way. By following drawing prompts and guidelines, group 
members use imagery, color, and labels to express their ideas and connect to the story’s 
themes. Sometimes, group members are asked to incorporate specific elements in their 
drawings, such as thought and speech bubbles to show what people, or themselves, 
might be thinking and feeling in a specific situation. Often, they’re asked to caption their 
drawings to clarify their thinking.

If group members are hesitant to draw their personal experiences or situations, give them 
the option of drawing from the teen writer ’s perspective. It helps them approach the social 
and emotional learning from a comfortable distance.

Most Draw It activities suggest sharing through a Gallery Walk. In a Gallery Walk, all draw-
ings are placed on a flat surface and group members walk around the room, noticing the 
unique ways their peers expressed thoughts, feelings, and ideas through art.
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FOUR CORNERS the social and emotional skills of social awareness and relationship 
skills.

In this post-reading activity, group members move around the room and discuss the parts 
of the story that sparked their thinking. Four Corners promotes active listening, interper-
sonal communication, critical thinking, and decision-making. In each corner of the room, 
the group leader posts a quote from the story that will elicit rich and lively discussion 
among group members. Group members move to the corner that corresponds to their 
choice, or contains the quote that sparks their thinking. They form smaller groups to 
discuss their thinking. Ideally, it would be groups of two or three, but more are welcome.

Then, they engage in meaningful discussion that is structured, yet open. Group members 
can make connections in an authentic way and seek to understand one another ’s perspec-
tives.

Group members should come back together and share what they learned or discussed in 
their small groups.

JOURNALING supports the social and emotional skill of self-awareness.

Journaling allows group members to personally reflect on and process their experiences 
more deeply than in a Journal Jot (p. 286). Journaling is more structured and includes 
specific guidelines. The goal is to sharpen the group’s take-aways from the session plan 
while allowing them time to fully articulate their emotional responses, questions, and 
personal connections to the teen writer ’s story.

Journal entries do not have to be long. What’s important is that group members meaning-
fully reflect on their experiences and emotions. For participants who are writing about chal-
lenges in their lives, encourage them to also include their hopes, and things they are doing 
or hope to do to meet their challenges.

When appropriate, we invite group members to be creative and use art along with their 
writing. There are also other options incorporated to support diverse learners, such as 
making lists or using bullet points to convey ideas.

After journaling, group members will either participate in a Group Share or Pair Share. 
Group shares accompany journaling activities where it would benefit everyone to hear one 
another ’s thoughts or ideas. Pair Shares accompany most journaling activities because the 
one-on-one interactions ensure that no one is left out of the conversation.

If you want to make journaling a part of your group’s routine, purchase or create a journal 
for each group member. Before the first day, organize a system for handing out, collecting, 
and storing them.
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Consider having your group decorate their journal covers before or during one of the 
orientation sessions. Then pose a high-interest journal prompt that gets them thinking 
about their hopes for the group. Volunteer sharing of their responses, and their artistic 
covers, would fit well in a Closing Circle.

LETTING GO, HOLDING ON supports the skills of social and emotional learning in the 
areas of self-awareness, self-management, and responsible decision-making.

This activity begins with self-reflection, moves to personal sharing in a Pair Share, and 
then can either extend into writing or whole-group processing and sharing. A prompt asks 
group members to consider a change they are, or could be, making in their lives. When 
posing the prompt to the group, ask members to consider the attitudes, people, places, 
and behaviors they would need to “let go of” in their life to successfully make this change. 
These are the things that hold them back, hurt them, or that they’ve outgrown. Next, ask 
them to consider the attitudes, people, places, and behaviors that they want to “hold on 
to.” These are the positive supports that can help them move forward in their lives.

During think time, hand out blank sheets of drawing paper. Direct group members to fold 
the page in half and label one side “Letting Go” and the other “Holding On.” Working 
independently, they should create a list in each category. When group members are done, 
direct them to rip the page in half, separating the two sides.

As a symbolic and empowering gesture, group members then crumple up the “Letting Go” 
half and toss it into a large container in the middle of the circle. Then in a go-round share, 
everyone shares one thing from their “Holding On” list with the group and explains how it 
will help them navigate the change and reach their goal.

If you wish to add a reflection piece to this activity, you can have your group members 
write a bit more about those attitudes, people, places, and behaviors that they want to 
“hold on to” and why.

SILENT CONVERSATION supports the social and emotional skills of social awareness 
and relationship skills.

In this activity, group members work in pairs to build dialogue, share perspectives, and find 
connections through the act of writing. Each partner independently responds to a ques-
tion or prompt provided by the group leader. Giving themselves some think time, they 
think about how they want to respond. Then, they exchange papers and, silently, write a 
response to their partner ’s response.

Silent Conversation promotes the sharing of experiences rather than the focusing on writ-
ing conventions. It also gives group members time to form, process, and fully express their 
thoughts and opinions. They can explore topics explored in the story in-depth.
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Let group members know how important silence is during this activity. Tell them it’s needed 
for them to really reflect on what they want to say. This is their opportunity to get their 
thoughts in order before sharing them with someone else.

TEEN TALK supports the social and emotional skills of self-awareness, social aware-
ness, and relationship skills.

This discussion activity enables teens to examine their experiences within the intimacy of a 
small group. It is designed to maximize personal sharing and active listening. In groups of 
three or four, group members take turns responding to discussion questions on a handout 
provided by the group leader. Each person has an equal amount of time to respond. One 
person is in charge of reading the questions from the handout and monitoring the discus-
sion.

When one person is speaking, others give the speaker their full attention and do not inter-
rupt or ask questions. What is shared in Teen Talk should not be repeated outside the 
group. Remind group members that what’s said in Teen Talk stays in Teen Talk. All discus-
sions are confidential.

When facilitating Teen Talk, move around the room and support student-led conversations. 
Remember not to contribute to any discussions. This is a time for group members to assert 
their autonomy by freely expressing their beliefs and feelings with one another.

Feel free to check-in with the group, though, to see how they felt participating in Teen Talk. 
Do not ask for group members to volunteer highlights from their conversations. The con-
versations remain private.

Closing Circle

CLOSING CIRCLE is a way for group members to synthesize, and for the group leader to 
evaluate, the social and emotional learning that occurs during a session. This activity sup-
ports social and emotional learning in the areas of self-awareness, social awareness, 
self-management, and relationship skills.

At the end of each session, we direct the group leader to facilitate a Closing Circle. This 
activity calls for group members to sit together in a circle and take turns responding briefly 
to two thoughtful questions in a go-round share. This allows participants to reflect on the 
activities and story and to make connections to other parts of their lives. While listening to 
their peers, group members focus on the speaker, actively listen, and manage their atten-
tion. As the group leader, you can learn more about your group and their responses which 
can help you assess their progress toward meeting learning objectives.




