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The following group activities will allow you to address the many issues that today’s adolescents face on a daily basis while also working with your students on important skills.  The activities can be used with an at-risk group or for any group of students that you might be working with in a counseling setting.
Name Game – icebreaker
Ask students to think of an adjective that starts with the same letter as their first name, like “Happy Henry.” Have each student announce their adjective and name to the group and recall the names of all of those students that have gone before them. 
Variation: Sit in a circle and have students also come up with an action.
Train Wreck – icebreaker, appreciating differences
Form a circle and ask students to remove their shoes and place them where they are standing. Set aside one pair of shoes. Stand in the middle and say something that is true about yourself, things you like, or experiences you have had, like “Hi, I’m Ms. Haley, and I have a brother.” All students who have brothers run into the middle and find another place to stand that is not right next to the spot they were in before. The person without a spot goes to the center and says something about himself next. To mix it up if the same student ends up in the center several times, yell “Train Wreck!” at any time and all participants run to find a new spot.

Process: Were there certain things everyone had in common? Who did you learn you had something in common with that you did not think you would? How can you use what you learned about others today to combat stereotypes and assumptions you have about others?

The Island Game – problem solving, communication, team building
Materials: Baseball bases or something that students can stand on one at a time

Designate a large open space with two end boundaries and tell students they will need to work as a team to get from one side of the room to the other using only the bases given. Give far fewer bases than the number of students in the group, and explain that the bases are islands in shark ridden waters, and if any of the students step off into the water than they have to start all over.

Process: What did it take to get everyone to the other side of the hallway? How did you work it out as a group?

Knots – problem solving, communication, team building
Form circles of 6-10 students. Ask students to put their left hand behind their backs and reach into the circle with their right hand and hold the hand of someone else in the group who is not right next to them. Ask students to do the same with their left hands, making sure to hold hands with two different people. Pass a squeeze through the group to make sure the knot works. Then ask the group to untangle the knot. Some students may be facing outward when the group is untangled.

Process: What did it take for you to untangle the knot? How did you communicate your ideas? When others disagreed with your idea, how did you resolve the conflict?
Optical Illusions – point of view, making assumptions, decision making
Materials: Smartboard or computers

Show students different optical illusions (check out Michael Bach’s website “90 Visual Phenomena & Optical Illusions http://www.michaelbach.de/ot/) and ask what students see.

Process: What do others see when looking at the exact same thing? What does this have to do with communication? How can you try to see the other person’s perspective, or where the other person is coming from, in a given situation?
The Bigger Picture – point of view, making assumptions, decision making
Materials: Smartboard or computers

As a group, show students a small portion of a larger picture that keeps them guessing as to what is going on in the bigger picture, and ask what they think is going on. Ask students what people are thinking, feeling, and doing in the picture.  Next show a larger portion of the picture and ask the same question. Continue to reveal more and more of the picture and ask students to make hypotheses until the entire picture is revealed.

Process: How did your perspective change as you saw more of the picture?

Find Your Match – communication, problem solving
Materials: Index cards with objects in pairs/opposites, enough for one for each student (i.e. one index card labeled “salt” and another labeled “pepper,” “fast/slow,” “day/night,” “bacon/eggs)

Tell students that they will receive an index card with something on it that they need to keep a secret.  Keeping totally silent and acting out what is on their card like charades, they will have to walk around the room and find the other person who is their match.  Show an example.
Process: What helped you? How did you figure out some of the more challenging pairs? How does this relate to times that you need to communicate in school with classmates or teachers?
Back-to-Back – conflict resolution, communication
Materials: Space for students to move around

Have students count off to two to pair up and tell them that they will need to work together with their partner to travel around the room.  Explain that safety is important in this activity and to be careful of any obstructions or other pairs that might be in the way of their path.  Tell students to stand back-to-back with a partner, hook their elbows, and try walking forward, backward, sideways, silently, and if there is room, jog.

Process: How did you work together?  If you didn’t think about your partner, what happened?  What are some situations at school where it’s important to think about what others are experiencing?

Marshmallow Ball – self control, anger, stress management
Materials: Styrofoam ball, toothpicks, marshmallows
Toss a Styrofoam ball around the group and ask how it feels (smooth, light).  Ask the students to think of a situation which makes them angry.  Have each student share it with the group and poke a toothpick into the ball.  Repeat by going around the group again.  Ask students how the toothpick ball would feel now if they were to toss it around (sharp, uncomfortable).  Next, ask students to name ways to handle anger in a positive way, and have them place a marshmallow on the end one of the toothpicks each time they can name a way to use self control.  Ask how the ball feels now (soft, manageable).

Process: How is this like getting angry in real life?  Which self control strategies will you use?
Telephone – bullying/spreading rumors, communication
Form one large circle with all students.  Have one student think of a short phrase and have them whisper it into the ear of the student to their right (phrase should be no more than 3-5 words).  That student will then whisper the same message to the person to their right.  This continues until the entire group has heard the message.  The last person to hear the message will say the phrase out loud to see if the “telephone” message was correctly transferred.  The goal is to get as many messages as possible transmitted correctly during the 10 minute activity.

Process: What form of communication is used in this game?  What were the challenges in communicating the message?  How does this game reflect everyday communication challenges?

All Aboard –bullying/social exclusion, problem solving
Materials: Floor mats (one per group of 6-10 students depending on student size), music to play 

If possible, split students into separate groups of boys and girls, about 6-10 each.  Tell the students that they will split into teams and each team gets a floor mat.  When the music starts, have students walk around the floor mat, and when it stops, the entire team has to get onto the floor mat at the same time with all of their feet on the mat.

Process: What did it take for your group to get everyone on the floor mat?  Did everyone notice when someone was left out?  What did it feel like to be left out?  How is this like bullying in real life?  Whose responsibility is it in this school to make sure that everyone feels included?
Note: This activity works well when students have built some trust since they have to be within such close proximity to one another.

Stand Up Sit Down – trust building, appreciating differences
Materials: One chair for each student

Setup:  Discuss group confidentiality and tell students that there should be no talking or laughing during the activity. Arrange chairs in a circle and ask students and adult leaders to stand if they can say yes to the following questions.  Ask about 30 questions gradually ranging from easy questions to more serious questions that require trust and some self-disclosure.  At the end, ask students to come up with their own questions.  If students are unsure if the question is appropriate, have them whisper it to a leader to screen for appropriateness.  Some samples:

Easy: Do you ride the bus to school?  Did you text someone last night?  Have you ever had detention?  Do you live with an adult relative that isn’t your mom and dad?  Do you like Usher?
Medium: Do you trust your teachers?  The police?  Do you feel safe in your neighborhood?  Have you ever been in a really big fight with someone at home?  Do you want to go to college?

Difficult:  Are you worried about someone in your family losing a job?  Has your electricity, gas, or water ever been turned off?  Do you know someone in a gang?  Do you know where to find drugs?

Process:  How did it feel when you were standing?  How did it feel when only one or a few people were standing vs. when a lot of people stood?  What does this say about people you do not know?
Note: This activity works well when students have built some trust since it deals with more serious topics.  Tailor the questions to fit the developmental age of your students.

Peer Pressure Cookies – decision making, peer pressure
Materials:  Several plates with cookies on them, index cards with the numbers 1-4 on one side and the following instructions written on the other side: 

1. Take a cookie and eat it immediately then try to persuade the other students into eating a cookie.
2. Wait 2 minutes and then eat a cookie letting the other students know how delicious it is.
3. Wait 4 minutes and then eat a cookie.
4. Do not eat a cookie.

Student should be seated at tables in groups of four.  Students in each group of four will get a different index card with different instructions.  Index cards should be passed out with the number side showing.  No student can look at the instructions on the index card until instructed to do so.  Students cannot share what is written on the index card with anyone.  Game will last for six minutes.

Process: What was it like to tempt or persuade the other students to eat a cookie?  Was it hard to have index card #4 and not eat a cookie at all?  How is this like peer pressure?

Would You Rather – decision making, peer pressure, icebreaker
Materials:  Masking tape

Place a long line of masking tape on the floor, and tell students they will stand on the line and make a choice for each scenario that you read.  If students would rather choose the first option, then they will take a big step to the left of the line.  If they would like to choose the second option, then they will take a big step to the right.  
Example:  Would you rather be the smartest kid in school or the most popular kid in school?  Students have 10 seconds to make a choice and they have to pick one option or the other.

Process: Was it hard to make a choice?  What helped you with your decision making?  What are some tough choices that you are faced with everyday?  How did the choices of others influence you?
Snowball Fight – problem solving, peer relationships
Materials: White paper and pencils

Ask students to individually write down, without naming any names, a real problem that they are facing with someone else for which they would like some advice.  When everyone is finished writing, have students ball up their paper.  Give the group a few minutes to throw their crumpled papers around the room in a “snowball fight.” Ask students to pick up a snowball, and as a group, discuss ways of working through the issues on each paper.

Process: Did you hear any recurring themes in the problems that others in here are facing?
The Hot Seat – respect, self esteem, team building
Materials: One chair for each student

Students will form a large circle with their chairs and place one chair in the middle.  Students will take turns sitting in the middle.  When seated in the middle each student must first give themselves a compliment and then the students seated in the circle will take turns giving the person in the “hot seat” a compliment.  Students cannot repeat compliments.  The game ends when each student gets a turn.

Process: Is it hard to come up with a compliment for yourself?  What did it feel like when you heard nice things about yourself?  What was it like to give others compliments?  How can you take this experience and use it in your daily life?
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