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An Overview of This Course

Autobiography in Five Short Chapters
I. I walk down the street.

There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
I fall in.
I am lost . . . I am helpless.
It isn’t my fault.
It takes forever to find a way out.

II. I walk down the same street.
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
I pretend I don’t see it.
I fall in, again.
I can’t believe I am in this same place.
But it isn’t my fault.
It still takes a long time to get out.

III. I walk down the same street.
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
I see it is there.
I still fall in . . . It’s a habit . . . but,
my eyes are open.
I know where I am.
It is my fault.
I get out immediately.

IV. I walk down the same street.
There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
I walk around it.

V. I walk down another street.
(Author unknown, in Wilson, 

You Can Make a Difference! p. 70)
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always be holes in the sidewalk. Young people need
to know that. There will always be a way out of
every hole. Young people need to know that, too.
They also need to know that most of the time, there
will be a new street to walk down if they work hard
enough to find it. Finally, young people need to
know that when they are deep in a hole, struggling
to climb out, or when they are searching for a new
street, there is a God who loves them and is with
them every minute.

Background for This Course

The Adolescent and This Course

In his book The Seven Habits of Highly Effective Peo-
ple, Stephen Covey states that the first and most 
basic habit of an effective person is the habit of
proactivity, that is, taking responsibility for one’s
own life. Living life proactively is a learned skill. Es-
pecially when it comes to life’s struggles, it is much
easier to let things happen and later blame circum-
stances. Being proactive does not necessarily mean
avoiding the struggles, but it does mean being able
to draw on inner and outer resources to survive them
and even thrive because of them. Being proactive as
a Christian means looking to Jesus as a model, rely-
ing on faith, and recognizing God as the source of
life and a constant companion in life’s struggles.

Failure to acknowledge, confront, and accept the
negative that is part of life can lead to all kinds 
of other difficulties. Those who do not handle 
day-to-day struggles risk depression and psycholog-
ical defenses such as emotional withdrawal or cyni-
cism. Of the many adolescents who experiment
with alcohol and other drugs, only a small percent-
age develop debilitating addictions that continue
into adulthood. Social scientists have found that
the primary difference between young people who
abuse drugs and those who do not is in how they
handle their negative emotions—that in young peo-
ple, drug addiction is clearly connected to an in-
ability to deal with the tough times.

Taking Charge is based on the premise that taking
a proactive approach to life is necessary for young
people, just as it is for adults. Young people, even
more than adults, need guidance and support in ac-
quiring the skill of being proactive. But there are
roadblocks: society holds certain myths about ado-
lescence that can prevent us from recognizing the
need to help young people handle life’s struggles.

Myth 1: Adolescence is the best time of a per-
son’s life. Many adults look back at their adoles-
cence with wistful nostalgia, forgetting about their
own struggles with self-image, relationships, com-
petition, loneliness, or rejection. Even if their ado-
lescence was relatively happy, they undoubtedly
faced difficult situations that may have seemed
monumental at the time.

Significant changes take place in adolescence.
Some of these changes are difficult to negotiate,
some are barely recognizable—but all create a certain
vulnerability in young people. When these changes
of adolescence are combined with the normal ups
and downs of life and with false expectations of a
struggle-free life, the result can be a dose of reality
that is painful or even brutal.

Instead of being reassured by the phrase “These
are the best years of your life,” some young people
interpret it to mean “It doesn’t get any better than
this.” Sadly, for some adolescents, this understand-
ing is accompanied by a sense of ultimate futility or
by thoughts of self-destruction.

Myth 2: We were their age, and we survived.
So will they. One way to ensure that a young per-
son will stop listening is to start a sentence with the
phrase “When I was your age.” It is true that young
people need to know that adolescence is not ter-
minal. Most people make it through the teen years
relatively unscathed and emerge as well-adjusted,
productive, happy adults. But the circumstances un-
der which people of different generations live their
adolescence are often radically different. Today’s
adults were never fifteen years old in the nineties.
They never encountered the same technological,
moral, political, educational, social, and religious
environments as today’s teens. In short, they never
had the exact same experience.

Adults must acknowledge and validate young
people’s experiences of struggle for exactly what they
are: universal human experiences set in a unique
context. Only then will young people trust what
adults have to say about surviving the difficulties
and growing through them.

Myth 3: Adolescents bounce back quickly.
Many adults view with envy the seemingly rapid re-
covery of young people from times of struggle. It is
not unusual for a girl who experiences a traumatic
breakup with her boyfriend to be dating someone
else a week later. A boy whose parents recently di-
vorced may have a few visibly difficult moments
but probably remains involved in school activities

Every sidewalk, no matter how smooth it appears, is
bound to have holes—in other words every person’s
life has struggles. These struggles are part of day-to-
day living, part of the human condition. They can
be as common as stress and pressure, as painful as
failure and rejection, or as debilitating as depression
and grief.

Young people experience many of the same
struggles, or “holes in the sidewalk,” as adults do.
For example, they struggle with self-acceptance, re-
lationships, and frustrated dreams. But unlike most
adults, young people do not have much experience
climbing out of the holes. Thus, a young person who
encounters a difficult situation may become frus-
trated and confused. Instead of climbing out, he or
she may end up digging a deeper hole.

Taking Charge: Managing Life’s Struggles is about
helping young people find ways to climb out of the
inevitable holes in the sidewalk. It is also about show-
ing them different streets to walk down. The course
is intended to teach young people to become pro-
active whenever possible and to identify and draw
upon their internal and external resources. This
course also challenges young people to embrace
their humanness and to find God in the holes in
the sidewalk. And it invites them to rely on God’s
providential love to help them find a new street to
walk down when necessary.

Taking Charge is intended to be taught as three
weekly 2-hour sessions presented in consecutive
weeks. Extended breaks between sessions might in-
terrupt the flow of the course. The activities are
structured with a group of about ten young people
in mind. If your group has considerably more or
fewer members, you may have to make minor ad-
justments in the session plans. If you need assistance
with this task, consult your program coordinator.

The focus of the first session of the course is on
the pressures that are part of every person’s life.
Stress and pressure can be positive forces. The open-
ing game demonstrates that both individuals and
groups are at their peak performance when they are
challenged by a certain degree and variety of activ-
ity. Then, by completing a survey, the participants
identify the areas in their life that are personally
troublesome. Following individual reflection, the
participants work in small groups to name the ma-
jor stressors for young people in general. These per-
sonal and general stressors are identified as changes,
challenges, or crises—three categories that become
the context of a presentation by the teacher and the
basis of the rest of the course. A guided meditation
concludes the first session.

The bulk of the second session is devoted to a
discussion and application of the SOAR model of
managing life’s struggles. The acronym SOAR stands
for strengths, opportunities, assistance, and road-
blocks. Using a style popularized by broadcast per-
sonality Paul Harvey in his radio spots entitled The
Rest of the Story, one exercise demonstrates the ele-
ments in the SOAR model through vignettes based
on the lives of famous and not-so-famous people.
Participants are then invited to look at their own
story and asked to weigh each element of the mod-
el in relation to the struggles they personally en-
counter.

At the beginning of the final session of Taking
Charge, three approaches to problems are discussed:
assertion, submission, and aggression. Through role-
plays the participants have a chance to develop their
skill in dealing with life’s struggles assertively when
possible. In the second half of the session, the teacher
leads the young people through a process in which
the young people identify their greatest external as-
set: people, agencies, and events that can help them
when things get tough. The course closes with a
prayer service about finding God in the paradoxes
of life and in the opportunities for growth our strug-
gles offer us.

Taking Charge also includes an optional 90-minute
parent session. The happiness and emotional and
spiritual health of their children are among the pri-
mary concerns of parents. Parishes must do what
they can to assist parents with the critical task of
raising children through all of life’s stages. With
that goal in mind, this session invites parents to re-
flect on their own adolescence as a starting point
for a discussion about the struggles their children
face. Information on recognizing cries for help,
myths about adolescence, and ideas for equipping
young people to handle life’s challenges are part of
the session. Parents are also led through the course
outline and provided with discussion starters related
to each session that they can use with their daugh-
ters and sons.

Note: Be aware that young people come from a
variety of family situations and may be supported
by adults other than parents, such as older siblings
or grandparents or mentors or guardians. Be sensi-
tive to this variety, and welcome both parents and
other responsible adults to the parent session.

Ultimately, Taking Charge is designed to empow-
er young people by validating their personal experi-
ence, connecting them to the universal experience
of being human, and offering concrete ways to cope
with and even conquer their struggles. There will 
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to invite those persons into a relationship with Jesus
Christ and the community of believers” (National
Federation for Catholic Youth Ministry [NFCYM], 
p. 3). Evangelization is also the ongoing witness of
the community of believers and, as such, the basis
and energizing core of all the ministries in the
church.

The Horizons Program is grounded in a commit-
ment to evangelize young people effectively. Each
course reflects that commitment in both content
and methodology. All the courses, even those on
topics that do not appear overtly “religious,” ex-
plore the connection between the lived experience
of the young person and Jesus’ proclamation of the
Good News. And all the courses employ strategies
that actively engage the whole person, demonstrat-
ing that religious education can be not only infor-
mative but life-giving and even fun! In other words
the Horizons Program tries to be “good news” not
just proclaim the Good News.

God’s presence with us through our struggles is
indeed good news. Those who minister to young
people must listen carefully to their stories. These
stories are of joy and hope as well as pain and strug-
gle. In listening to their stories, “we become av-
enues for Jesus’ compassion, healing, hope, and
reconciliation” (NFCYM, Challenge, p. 12). The tasks
of evangelization include letting young people know
of a God who cares and urging them to seek out God.
The tasks of catechesis include empowering young
people to live in a way that glorifies God and brings
happiness to them. Taking Charge invites adoles-
cents to explore some of the struggles in their life,
connect these struggles to the broader human ex-
perience, deal with the struggles proactively when
possible, and ground the struggles in God.

Teaching This Course

A Video Resource for Teachers

The information presented in this section iden-
tifies the elements requiring special considera-
tion when leading Taking Charge. The creators of
Horizons developed an informative video to pre-
pare teachers to lead any of the courses in the
program. The video is accompanied by a guide
that summarizes the content of the tape, offers
additional tips for teaching adolescents, and in-
vites the teacher to track her or his experience
with the program.

Both the video for teachers and its compan-
ion guide are included in the resources developed
for coordinators of the Horizons Program. Con-
tact the program coordinator in your parish for
further information.

Preparing the Learning Environment

The effectiveness of a course such as Taking Charge
depends, in part, on the physical surroundings and
community environment of the group. High school
students are likely to share their thoughts more read-
ily and respond more positively if the space is com-
fortable and different from a typical school setting
and the atmosphere is conducive to introspection
and to sharing. Here are two suggestions for devel-
oping that type of environment:

Create a good physical atmosphere. You will
need a physically comfortable space with sufficient
room for the participants to move around. Some
sessions require the participants to spend reflection
time alone. It will be easier for them to resist the
temptation to visit with other participants if they
have enough room to separate from one another.
Comfortable furniture and living-room lighting will
help create a homey feeling. A flip chart or an easel
with a pad of newsprint will be helpful for many of
the activities. The traditional classroom is the least
desirable situation. If such a room is your only op-
tion, try using music, candles, icons, or other senso-
ry devices to create a more inviting environment.

Clarify expectations. At the beginning of the
course, establish among the participants an atmos-
phere of mutual respect. Stress the importance of lis-
tening to one another and of refraining from hurtful
remarks or put-downs. Mention the value of main-
taining silence when it is appropriate and of honor-
ing other people’s need for quiet during reflection
periods. When necessary remind the participants of
these rules and any others that you establish.

Preparing the Material

Before each session read through the session plan
and try to picture the processes happening in your
group. You may need to make some adjustments
based on your knowledge of the participants and
the physical setting. Some of the activities require
preparation. This could range from copying a sim-
ple list onto newsprint to gathering several items for

with his friends. The starter on the basketball team
who has a bad day and just cannot score the points
needed to win a crucial game might be back on the
court the next day, saying nothing about the disap-
pointing loss.

But in fact, the girl who broke up with her boy-
friend probably feels anger, rejection, or betrayal.
The boy whose parents divorced is likely experienc-
ing all the emotions that accompany the process of
grieving. The basketball player who was unable to
score points may feel a sense of failure, causing a
temporary plummet in self-esteem.

Young people do not bounce back more quickly
from emotionally traumatic situations than adults
do. It only seems that way to an adult who sees the
surface resumption of life-as-usual with no apparent
side effects. In many cases a young person’s recov-
ery may be due to the innate human sense that life
goes on in spite of it all. But sometimes young peo-
ple (as well as adults) have no idea what to do with
the negative feelings that result from life’s struggles.
Instead of dealing with those feelings, they might
quickly find a new relationship, suppress all emotion,
or immediately resume normal activity. All these re-
actions can lead to deeper struggles. True recovery
takes time and, to a certain extent, skill. For both
adults and young people, the outward appearance
of life-as-usual is not necessarily the inner reality.

Teaching young people the essential skills for liv-
ing from the context of faith is an integral part of
the church’s ministry. The church has another, per-
haps more important, reason for helping young peo-
ple learn to face the struggles in their life. In the book
Shadows of the Heart, James and Evelyn Whitehead
write: “Sometimes negative feelings’ chief benefit is
to apprentice us to mystery. . . . A more profound
appreciation of life’s mystery invites greater accep-
tance of ourselves and other people” (p. 6). In addi-
tion, perhaps an apprenticeship to mystery also
invites us to a deeper relationship with the God of
struggle, the God of peace, the God of sorrow, the
God of joy, the God of life. It is hoped that Taking
Charge will help young people who are at their most
vulnerable to recognize the intimate union that ex-
ists at all times—and perhaps in a special way dur-
ing tough times—between themselves and the God
who is Mystery.

The Theology of This Course

The Scriptures are filled with words of reassurance
that God is present to us at all times and in all ways.
Many passages refer to God’s nearness in times of
struggle. A psalmist writes:

I raise my eyes toward the mountains.
From where will my help come?

My help comes from the Lord,
the maker of heaven and earth.

(Ps. 121:1–2)

Psalm 55 says,

Cast your care upon the Lord,
who will give you support.

(Vs. 23)

The writer of Matthew’s Gospel comforts us with
the words “‘Come to me, all you who labor and are
burdened, and I will give you rest’” (11:28).

These verses have one thing in common: they
each require a certain degree of proactivity on our
part. God is, always was, and always will be, but we
must be willing to recognize this omnipresent Be-
ing. We look to God not to avoid pain, but rather as
a source of hope. In John’s Gospel Jesus acknowl-
edged the reality of struggle when he said, “‘In the
world you will have trouble’” (16:33). In the same
verse, he reassured us with the words “but take
courage, I have conquered the world.”

Throughout the Scriptures we are encouraged to
take charge of our life. As creations of a loving God,
we have been gifted with all that we need to live life
to the fullest. Taking Charge encourages young peo-
ple to reach inside, to draw on the gifts within them-
selves, and to reach out to the God who surrounds
them. Reaching within takes skill, knowledge, and
the loving support of a community. Reaching out
takes courage, strength, hope, and especially faith in
a God who, in human form, came to us in hardship,
struggled throughout life, died in agony, and tri-
umphed over all.

This Course and Evangelization

In The Challenge of Catholic Youth Evangelization,
evangelization is described as “the initial effort by
the faith community as a whole to proclaim through
word and witness the Good News of the Gospel to
those who have not yet heard or seen it, and then

10 Taking Charge: Managing Life’s Struggles
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contribute to a sense of peace and inner silence. For
background music use slow, soothing instrumental
selections, preferably something that is unrecogniz-
able to the group. Labels such as Windham Hill and
Narada, which are known for their alternative adult-
contemporary recordings, are particularly useful for
this purpose. Some classical music can also help to
create the type of environment you need. Or use re-
cordings of natural sounds, such as those produced
by an ocean surf, rain forests, or running streams.

Using Journals

Keeping a journal, or simply writing an occasional
journal exercise, is a good way for young people to
internalize learning, record the events of their life,
keep track of feelings, or explore a topic further.
Like most of the courses in the Horizons Program,
Taking Charge offers suggestions for including an op-
tional journal component. In some cases journal ac-
tivities are designed to be included in the session
itself; in others they are intended for use by the par-
ticipants between sessions.

Journal activities present an opportunity for
one-to-one ministry to young people. A young per-
son might write something in a journal that she or
he would not feel comfortable sharing in a group 
or even talking about at all. If you do assign journal
activities, take the time to read the young people’s
responses—with their permission—and then write 
in comments or words of encouragement or affir-
mation. Your personal attention might make a big
difference to a young person who is struggling,
searching, or just growing up.

Though we strongly encourage you to consider
using at least some of the journal activities in 
Taking Charge, they are not an integral part of the
course. In fact, some practical reasons can be given
for not including the journal component. First, if
every teacher of every course in the Horizons Pro-
gram chose to include journal keeping, the young
people would quickly tire of the activity. Second, the
process of journal keeping is time consuming and
energy consuming for teachers. Teachers of multiple
courses could become frustrated, if not exhausted,
by having to monitor a large number of journals. Fi-
nally, some people simply do not like to keep a jour-
nal. It is better to encourage journal writing as a
form of personal exploration for young people than
to demand it of them.

Carefully assess whether the journal option is a
good one in your particular situation. Consult the

program coordinator and teachers of other courses.
If you decide to incorporate journal activities into
your course, some nitty-gritty questions must be an-
swered: What materials are required? Will you re-
spond to journal entries, and if so, in what way?
What will you do if a young person reveals in a
journal concerns or issues that demand a response
beyond your ability or your authority as a teacher?
For helpful information on these and other issues
related to journal keeping, consult your program co-
ordinator.

Knowing When to Intervene

Some of the material presented in Taking Charge may
be difficult for some young people because of their
own circumstances. Some people may be in difficult
family situations. Others may be struggling with sit-
uational or chronic depression, addiction, or loneli-
ness. People in your group may have experienced
abuse of some type. Many young people will simply
be feeling the pains of adolescence.

Your willingness to listen and offer support to a
young person who is struggling will be enough in
many cases. But for those who are experiencing dif-
ficulties that go beyond normal adolescent chal-
lenges, you may need to suggest professional help
for the young person and the family, and even con-
nect them with the proper resources. In all such cas-
es, consult your program coordinator or pastoral
staff for guidance and suggestions.

A Note About 
the Optional Parent Session

Parents are concerned about the emotional devel-
opment of their children. They want to know how
to help their children navigate the waters of adoles-
cence, especially when the waters get rough. Parents
need to know when their children are struggling, so
that they can support their children in any way pos-
sible. They also need to know the difference be-
tween the challenges that are part of ordinary
human development, and serious problems.

The optional parent session in Taking Charge
could provide a vital service to the parents of young
people in your program. It is designed to address
some of the issues and concerns of parents of ado-
lescents. The session includes some basic informa-
tion on adolescence, advice on how to help a young
person who is facing difficulties, and materials to 

a prayer service. Allow yourself adequate time to get
ready.

All the sessions include brief periods of teacher
input. Some of these are informational, but most
are intended to bring closure to a part of the session
so that the participants might understand the con-
nections between life and faith, between themselves
and God. The session plans offer guidelines for
these brief talks. Spend time putting these presenta-
tions together so that they are clear and hold the at-
tention of the participants.

Preparing Yourself

Perhaps the most significant element of preparation
you can undertake as the teacher of Taking Charge is
to reflect on the struggles in your own life and how
you have managed them. Consider some of the dif-
ficulties you encounter as an adult as well as your
tough times as an adolescent. Read through each
session plan, keeping in mind your own experiences
and the unique experiences of today’s young peo-
ple. Where it may be helpful and appropriate, do
not be afraid to share parts of your own story with
the young people.

Sharing Your Own Story

Every course in Horizons connects elements of the
Christian faith with the life experiences of young
people. As an adult you have much to share from
your own life that will be of value to the young peo-
ple. Your willingness to share your experiences will
enrich this course. It will also send the message that
telling one’s personal story in the group is okay.
When you share your experiences with the young
people, you show that you trust them enough to
speak from your heart. And without saying it you
also invite them to do the same.

Some commonsense guidelines can help you
share your story in a way that adds to the under-
standing of the participants but does not distract
them from their own life story:
• Be brief and to the point. Remember, the young

people are there to reflect on their own life sto-
ry, not yours.

• Talk about your experiences as a teenager with-
out preaching or moving into the fatal “When I
was your age . . .” mode.

• Share only the things that adolescents are emo-
tionally prepared to handle.

• Be realistic. Talk about your struggles, triumphs,
and growth over the years. This will let the par-
ticipants know that self-knowledge is indeed a
process. Do not mislead them into thinking that
adults have all the answers. It is also unfair to
suggest or imply that adolescents have no an-
swers.

• Be honest and sincere. The young people will see
through you if you are not, and your effective-
ness as a teacher will be diminished.

Using Music

Some of the activities in Taking Charge suggest using
music. No activities in this course require music or
suggest specific pieces of music, because cultural
preferences and individual tastes differ and specific
tapes, CDs, or needed equipment may not be avail-
able. But music is a central part of the world of most
adolescents, and you are thus encouraged to use it
in the suggested places as well as in other activities
where you think that it might be appropriate. Cir-
cumstances in which music can be used effectively
include the following:

Popular music for prayer. Depending on the
character of the group, the community environment,
or even the area of the country, different types of
music will be popular among young people. If you
are not certain about what might work in activities
for your group, ask a few young people for their ad-
vice; ask them well in advance of the session, so
that they can listen for songs that will be useful. Be-
sides helping you, this experience can be affirming
for young people, who are usually thought of as
learners and are not usually consulted for their ex-
pertise.

You might even consider forming a music advi-
sory group of participants, whose job is to listen to
popular music and point out some things that per-
tain to the topic of struggles and challenges. Each
week this group of young people can suggest to the
rest of the participants selections that can be used
for prayer—and also for reflection or as a starting
point for journal writing.

Background music for reflection. Some groups
are easily distracted by the sounds around them. If
your group has a hard time concentrating in silence,
consider using background music to help the partic-
ipants focus. Even for those who do not have trou-
ble concentrating, music can alter the mood and

12 Taking Charge: Managing Life’s Struggles
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Disadvantages

• The topics of Taking Charge are heavy. For some
young people who lack maturity, they may be
too intense to do all at once.

• Though a retreat provides many opportunities
for significant one-on-one discussions between
young people and adults, it does not allow for
ongoing interaction unless the adults make a de-
liberate attempt at follow-up.

• Coordinating a retreat with the parent session
may be difficult. The parent session may have to
be restructured, depending on when it is offered.

Special Preparation Needs

For the segment on community resources in the par-
ent session and in session 3, you will need to gather
names and phone numbers of resource agencies in
your community. Help lines, hot lines, mental health
agencies, peer ministry groups, crisis centers, school
counselors, and parish personnel can all be listed.
You might even laminate copies of your list and pre-
sent them to parents for future reference. It may take
you some time to prepare this list, so you may want
to get started before the course begins. Check your
phone directory and consult your program coordi-
nator and pastoral staff for assistance.

This Course 
and Total Youth Ministry

Additional Youth Ministry 
Program Suggestions

The Horizons Program includes a manual enti-
tled Youth Ministry Strategies: Creative Activities to
Complement the Horizons Curriculum. It contains
a variety of activities and strategies organized
into thematic categories and cross-referenced ac-
cording to the courses in the curriculum. It in-
cludes suggestions for shortened and extended
programs, off-site events, intergenerational gath-
erings, parish involvement, and prayer and li-
turgical celebrations.

This valuable resource can enhance the young
people’s experience of the Horizons Program and
help your parish fulfill a commitment to total
youth ministry. Contact your program coordina-
tor about the availability of the manual.

Parish Program Connections

A religious education curriculum is, ideally, just one
component of a total parish program in which all
those responsible for the formation of young people
work together with the entire parish to meet the 
holistic needs of its youth. Taking Charge can be a
springboard for connections with other youth min-
istry experiences. You might develop these connec-
tions by doing the following:
• Invite someone from a local outreach or crisis

center to do a program on managing stress, han-
dling tough times, helping a friend who is strug-
gling, or a related topic.

• Begin a peer ministry or peer listening program
in your parish, or plug into one that already ex-
ists in the community. Be sure to arrange for ad-
equate training and ongoing supervision for all
participants who are interested in being peer
ministers or peer listeners.

• Conduct a weekend retreat or a series of work-
shops, for young people, on stress management,
relaxation techniques, Christian meditation, and
other related topics.

• Administer the survey in handout 1–B, “How Do
I Handle Stress?” to all the young people in your
parish, taking care to keep the responses anony-
mous. Publish the results in the parish bulletin
or newsletter. Accompany the statistics with a
paragraph about young people’s struggles, to
raise adult awareness about the difficulties of be-
ing an adolescent in the current culture.

• Ask the young people to recommend appropri-
ate movies that deal with life’s struggles or that
give examples of people who encounter, man-
age, and overcome difficulties successfully. Use
these movies for retreats or as the basis of dis-
cussion evenings.

Family Connections

• Expand the parent session into a workshop series
for all parents of adolescents in your parish. In-
vite presenters from the community to deal with
a variety of topics, ranging from helping young
people manage their everyday struggles to inter-
vening in a crisis.

• Use the discussion questions on handout P–B,
“Bringing It Home,” as the basis of a discussion
evening or day of reflection for the parents and
young people.

facilitate dialog between parents and their children.
Consult your program coordinator about the feasi-
bility of conducting the parent session in your par-
ish. If you decide to do it, give parents adequate
notice so that they can plan it into their schedule.

The parent session is best conducted after the
first session of the course. This is because some of
the information about the worries and struggles 
of today’s youth that will be generated by the par-
ticipants in the first session will be presented to the
parents. It is possible to adapt, however, if circum-
stances dictate that the parent session be held be-
fore the first session of the course or concurrently
with it.

The parent session is designed to last 90 min-
utes, versus the student sessions’ 2 hours, for two
reasons. First, much discussion is likely to be gener-
ated among parents and between the parents and
the presenter. The limited time frame allows this to
happen without turning the session into a marathon.
Second, if someone else leads the parents at the same
time you are working with the young people, and
the sessions are held at two different sites, the short-
er time frame of the parent session allows for trans-
portation accommodations. However, the parent
session can easily be expanded to 2 hours. Sugges-
tions for doing so are included in the session plan.

Follow-up for the Parent Session

Consider the following possibilities for continuing
the ministry to parents and families of the young
people in your parish:
• Develop support groups for parents to share

their insights on raising adolescent children.
• Invite guest speakers on topics such as commu-

nication skills, helping young people deal with
tough times, suicide prevention, media aware-
ness, conflict management, and so forth. You
might do a survey during the parent session to
find out what parents identify as their needs or
interests.

• Do an evening or daylong retreat for young peo-
ple and their parents based on some of the top-
ics in this course.

• Hold a series of movie nights for parents alone
or for young people and their parents. View and
discuss movies that deal with issues of adoles-
cent struggles, surviving life’s difficulties, find-
ing hope, or other topics related to this course.

• Invite an expert in contemporary media to con-
duct a workshop for parents on specific ways the
media reflect adolescent struggles.

Using This Course as a Retreat

Many of the courses in the Horizons Program can
be recast as retreats or days of reflection. Taking
Charge may be suitable for adaptation as a retreat
depending on the parish program, the timing, the
leaders, the purpose, and above all the young peo-
ple themselves. If you want to consider using Taking
Charge as a retreat, consult your program coordina-
tor and together weigh the following advantages
and disadvantages:

Advantages

• The opportunities that a retreat format offers for
prayer and worship will enhance the experience
of Taking Charge. You can supplement or expand
the session plans by further developing the prayer
ideas that appear in the course or by adding new
ones.

• A retreat often takes place in a setting that is con-
ducive to prayer and reflection, journal writing,
or just being alone with God. Such a setting can
only deepen a young person’s encounter with
God and self.

• Many excellent films depict adolescent struggles
and the positive and negative outcomes of these
struggles. Such films could be incorporated into
a retreat plan, along with discussion in which
the principles and techniques learned in Taking
Charge are applied to the situations in the films.

• A retreat on topics such as the ones presented in
Taking Charge gives young people a concentrated
opportunity to step back and focus on their life
and the strengths, opportunities, roadblocks, and
resources they face each day. The format also en-
sures that an adult will be present for support
and encouragement throughout the process.

• A retreat format offers more time to process sit-
uations both individually and within a group.
Someone who has difficulties opening up in a
new situation may benefit from this extended
processing time.

• Through the community that builds naturally in
a retreat, the young people can experience a sup-
portive environment in which to share their
concerns and a new support system to carry
them beyond the retreat.

• If the retreat is designed to include parents in
some way, it could foster an intense connection
between the young people and their parents as
they share in discussion and prayer.

14 Taking Charge: Managing Life’s Struggles
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Suggested Resources

Arsenault, Jane E. Guided Meditations for Youth on
Personal Themes. Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s Press,
1995. A good resource for retreats or meetings
that deal with struggle in a young person’s life.
The materials consist of a tape of meditations,
and a leader’s guide with scripts of the medita-
tions and with suggestions for activities.

Hipp, Earl. Fighting Invisible Tigers. Rev. ed. Minne-
apolis: Free Spirit Publishing, 1995. A twelve-part
course in the development of life skills. This is an
excellent resource for ongoing exploration of the
topics of stress and pressure in young people’s
lives. The materials consist of a student booklet
by Earl Hipp, titled Fighting Invisible Tigers: A Stress
Management Guide for Teens, and a leader’s guide
by Connie C. Schmitz with Earl Hipp, titled A
Leader’s Guide to Fighting Invisible Tigers: Twelve
Sessions on Stress Management and Lifeskills Devel-
opment.

Nelson, Richard E., and Judith C. Galas. The Power to
Prevent Suicide: A Guide for Teens Helping Teens.
Minneapolis: Free Spirit Publishing, 1994. A book
written for young people on how to help friends
who may be heading for trouble.

Whitehead, James D., and Evelyn Eaton Whitehead.
Shadows of the Heart: A Spirituality of the Negative
Emotions. New York: Crossroad Publishing, 1994.
A text that explores the positive potential hidden
in negative emotions. This book demonstrates
how negative emotions can lead to personal
growth and spiritual development.

Goals and Objectives 
in This Course

Why Use Goals and Objectives?

Curriculums take on greater clarity, direction, and
purpose if they are described in terms of their goals
and objectives. This observation is based on a com-
monsense principle: We have a difficult time get-
ting somewhere if we do not know where we are
going. Educators who design learning experiences
must identify their destination as a first step in de-
termining how to get there. The statement of goals
and objectives is a practical way to identify the de-
sired outcomes for a program.

In the Horizons Program, goals and objectives
are used in the following ways:

Goals. Goals are broad statements of what we
wish to accomplish—learning outcomes we hope to
achieve. The coordinator’s manual for the Horizons
Program provides the goals for the entire curricu-
lum. Each course within the total program also in-
cludes a statement of its goals. The goals often have
an idealistic quality, inviting the teacher to reflect
on how the course relates to the personal and faith
development of the young people. At the same
time, the course goals are realistic, measurable, and
attainable. As a teacher, at the end of the course, you
should be able to look back and determine if you
have in fact achieved the course goals.

Objectives. Objectives are statements that de-
fine how to get to the goals. They name the specific
tasks that must be accomplished if the goals are to
be achieved. Each course supplies a clear statement
of objectives for each session in the course.

The Goals and Objectives 
of Taking Charge

Goals

This course has three goals:
• That the young people understand that difficulty

is a normal part of the universal human experi-
ence and includes the potential and opportunity
for personal growth

• That they recognize the sources of growth, sup-
port, and assistance both within themselves and
around them 

• That they see God as a source of hope and com-
fort, and prayer as a source of strength

Objectives

Each session has its own objectives, which will help
realize the three course goals:

Optional parent session
• To help the parents get in touch with their own

experience of struggle in adolescence and con-
nect it to the life of their children

• To present information about adolescent devel-
opment and issues as they relate to handling
life’s challenges 

• To describe the structure and content of the
course and provide materials for parent-child in-
teraction

Session 1: “The Stress of Life”
• To present to the young people the concept that

limited stress is a healthy dimension of life and
can add to one’s creative productivity 

• To help them identify the sources of stress and
struggle in their life

• To examine life’s struggles as they fall into the
categories of change, challenge, and crisis

Session 2: “Learning to Cope”
• To help the young people grow in their aware-

ness of an ever-present God
• To present examples of people who have over-

come difficulties and to challenge the young
people to think positively about their own pros-
pects for happiness and success

• To demonstrate a model of managing life’s strug-
gles by looking at one’s strengths, opportunities,
sources of assistance, and roadblocks

Session 3: “Never Alone”
• To introduce and explore with the young people

three common responses to life’s struggles
• To help them recognize and identify the net-

work of support that is available to them
• To summarize the concepts presented in the

course by looking at examples from the Scrip-
tures

• To bring the course to a hopeful and prayerful
close

16 Taking Charge: Managing Life’s Struggles
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Background for the Teacher

Parents are interested in helping their children grow
up to be healthy, happy, and holy individuals. This
is one way that believers live the Gospel call to
build the Reign of God. But the circumstances of
day-to-day life often stand in the way of even their
best efforts to make that happen. This session is de-
signed to give parents some insights into their chil-
dren’s growth and development and some ideas
about how to help their sons and daughters through
life’s difficult moments.

This parent session is optional, but you are
strongly encouraged to make use of it in some for-
mat. It is designed as a 90-minute session, but it can
easily be expanded to 2 hours or more by using
some of the ideas suggested in the Alternative Ap-
proaches section at the end of the session plan. The
best time for the parent session is shortly after the
first session with the young people. This will allow
you to report on the top five stressors of adolescents
as formulated in session 1 by the young people
themselves. But the parent session will work at any
time before, during, or after the course. If it is sched-
uled to run concurrently with one of the other ses-
sions, someone other than you will have to lead it.

To open the session, you ask the parents to think
about their own adolescence and some of the strug-
gles and challenges they faced during that time. In
a follow-up exercise, you present the same questions
and the same system of feedback as in the first exer-
cise. This time, however, you ask the parents to rate
the struggles of their adolescent children. Once they
have become aware of some of the feelings and ex-
periences they share or do not share with their chil-
dren, the parents gather into small groups to discuss
these issues in greater depth.

You begin the second half of the session with a
discussion of three of society’s myths about adoles-
cence. Then you present an outline of Taking Charge,
based on the goals and objectives for the course. In-
cluded in this outline is a discussion of community
and parish resources that are available to help trou-
bled families. You also distribute a list of suggestions
for family activities and discussions based on the
material presented in the course. Most of these sug-
gestions are developed from the Family Connec-
tions ideas in each session plan, and in many cases
you will be making the same suggestions to the
young people themselves as you work through the
course.

After the parent session, together with the parish
staff or program coordinator, consider some of the
suggestions for follow-up that are listed on page 14.
These are just a few ways that your parish commu-
nity can help parents with their task of raising a
new generation of believers who are healthy, happy,
and holy and who are themselves committed to
building God’s Reign.

Preparation

Materials Needed

❑ name tags (optional)
❑ index cards or strips of paper in three different

colors, one card or strip of each color for each
participant

❑ newsprint and markers
❑ colored self-stick dots
❑ the list of the top five stressors from session 1 (if

available)
❑ printed resources that may be of interest to par-

ents (optional)
❑ copies of handout P–A, “The Goals and Objec-

tives of Taking Charge,” one for each participant
❑ copies of handout P–B, “Bringing It Home: 

Activities and Discussion Topics for Parents and
Adolescents,” one for each participant

❑ a list of community and parish resources to help
families in crisis (if possible)

❑ a Bible

Other Necessary Preparations

Prepare to lead this session by doing the following
things and checking them off as you accomplish
them:
❑ For step A. List the phrases and the correspond-

ing colors on newsprint as directed in step A.
❑ For step B. Write the questions on newsprint.
❑ For step C. Gather books, program materials, and

other resources for display during the break.
❑ For step D. Prepare a talk on the myths of ado-

lescence.
❑ For step E. Prepare a list of names and phone

numbers of resource people and agencies as de-
scribed in step E.

Q

Q

Objectives

• To help the parents get in touch with their own
experience of struggle in adolescence and con-
nect it to the life of their children

• To present information about adolescent devel-
opment and issues as they relate to handling life’s
challenges 

• To describe the structure and content of the
course and provide materials for parent-child 
interaction

Session Steps

A. a welcome, introduction, and reflection (25
minutes)

B. a small-group discussion of adolescent stressors
(20 minutes)

C. a break (10 minutes) 
D. a presentation on the myths of adolescence (10

minutes)
E. a presentation on the outline of the course (20

minutes)
F. closing comments and prayer (5 minutes)

Optional Parent Session
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You may want to keep track of or at least briefly
comment on the number of “votes” each item gets.
Encourage the parents to look around at each set of
responses, noting their diversity or similarity.
• When I was in high school

❍ I worried about how I looked
❍ I thought a lot about my future
❍ I argued with my parents
❍ I got depressed
❍ I wanted to be accepted and liked by others
❍ I had secrets that I did not tell anyone
❍ I had at least a passing thought about suicide

when I was really down
❍ I wondered if there really is a God
❍ I was afraid of something
❍ I competed with others for grades, in sports,

in music or drama, and so on
❍ I felt lonely
❍ I worried about things that were happening

in my family
❍ I thought my parents had unrealistic expec-

tations of me
❍ I took some unwise risks that could have got-

ten me in trouble
❍ I dated
❍ I had questions about my sexuality
❍ I experienced rejection and failure
❍ I thought I was experiencing the best years of

my life
❍ I sometimes felt unloved
❍ I confided in an adult other than my parents
❍ I relied on my friends for care and support
❍ I relied on my parents for care and support

4. Tell the parents they will now have a chance
to consider some of the same questions from their
children’s perspective. Explain that you will read a
similar set of statements. Using the same system of
colored index cards or paper strips, they are to rate
the frequency with which they believe their daugh-
ters and sons struggle with each issue.

Begin reading the statements below, pausing af-
ter each one to allow the parents time to think about
their response and decide which card or strip to
raise. Once again, you may want to choose certain
statements, depending on your time. Encourage the
participants to look around at the diversity or simi-
larity of responses.

• My son or daughter
❍ worries about how he or she looks
❍ thinks a lot about the future
❍ argues with me
❍ gets depressed
❍ wants to be accepted and liked by others
❍ has secrets that he or she does not tell anyone
❍ has at least a passing thought about suicide
❍ wonders if there really is a God
❍ is afraid of something
❍ competes with others for grades, in sports, in

music or drama, and so on
❍ feels lonely
❍ worries about things happening in our family
❍ thinks I have unrealistic expectations of him

or her
❍ takes unwise risks that could get him or her

in trouble
❍ is dating
❍ has questions about his or her sexuality
❍ has experienced rejection and failure
❍ thinks that these are the best years of his or

her life
❍ sometimes feels unloved
❍ confides in an adult other than his or her

parents
❍ relies on friends for care and support
❍ relies on his or her parents for care and 

support

5. Acknowledge the similarities and the differ-
ences between the parents’ responses and their as-
sessments of their children’s struggles. With few
exceptions, the responses will likely be similar.

Conclude the activity by making the following
comments in your own words:
• Struggle is a universal and timeless reality. Every-

one occasionally experiences difficulties in life.
Age does not make one immune, nor does the
generation one grew up in or the environment
in which one lives.

• Adolescence is a particularly vulnerable time of
life because of the developmental changes that
occur. Because young people do not have a great
deal of experience in overcoming obstacles, they
often react strongly when difficulties occur. Ex-
treme reactions are a natural part of growing up.
As people grow they learn to deal more effec-
tively with difficult situations, if only because
they come to realize the prevalence of struggle.

❑ For step E. Read through the entire course. Pre-
pare to describe briefly the content of each ses-
sion based on the course objectives.

❑ Determine if you wish to change this session by
using one or more of the alternative approaches
described at the end of this session plan.

Opening Teacher Prayer

Before the session begins, find a quiet spot where
you can be alone with your thoughts for a few min-
utes. Recognize God’s presence in the quiet. When
you are ready, read the following prayer:

Gather Me to Be with You
O God, gather me now 

to be with you
as you are with me.

. . . . . . . . .
let me be easy for a moment.

O Lord, release me 
from the fears and guilts

which grip me so tightly
from the expectations and opinions 

which I so tightly grip,
that I may be open 

to receiving what you give,
to risking something genuinely new,

to learning something refreshingly
different.

O God, gather me
to be with you

as you are with me.
(Loder, Guerrillas of Grace, p. 70)

Consider what an awesome responsibility it is to
raise a child! That God entrusts human beings with
the task is a profound reminder that we continu-
ously share in the ongoing work of creation.

Think about someone you know who is a good
parent. (That person may be you.) Ask God to con-
tinue to bless this person with the grace necessary
to live the role successfully. Now think about some-
one who is struggling as a parent. (Again, that per-
son may be you.) Ask God to bless this person also.

Procedure

Welcome, Introduction, and
Reflection Exercise (25 minutes)

If you wish to expand the parent session to 2 hours,
check the Alternative Approaches section at the end
of this session plan for ideas on different ways of
handling this activity.

Before the session. List the following phrases on
newsprint and designate one color of index card or
paper strip to represent each phrase. Write the color
next to the phrase.
• Frequently
• Sometimes
• Almost never

1. Introduce yourself to the parents and tell
them a little bit about yourself if they do not al-
ready know you. You may want to comment briefly
on things like your involvement in the parish, your
family, your work, or anything else that you think
would be of interest to the listeners.

Briefly describe the content of this parent ses-
sion. Explain the session objectives in your own
words, or simply say something about the topics to
be covered.

2. Distribute three index cards or strips of paper
to each person, one of each color. Display the news-
print sign that you created before the session, and
point out which color represents each phrase.

Tell the parents to think back to when they were
the age of their child. You may want to have them
close their eyes and focus on the context of their ad-
olescent years. For example, you might ask them to
remember where they lived, what they looked like,
who their friends were, and so forth. When they are
focused, explain that you will read a number of
statements describing some of the struggles of ado-
lescence. They are to respond by holding up the in-
dex card or paper strip that indicates how frequently
they remember having that experience.

3. Read the following statements, pausing after
each one to give the participants a chance to select
and raise the appropriate index card or paper strip.
You may not have time to go through all the state-
ments. If you expect that will be the case, choose
those you feel are most appropriate for your group.

A
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quick to point out that human beings are never
totally in control. But the opposite is also true:
we are never totally victims of circumstances—
unless we allow ourselves to be.

The same principles hold true when it comes
to dealing with life’s struggles. However, society
maintains certain myths about adolescence that
may prevent us from recognizing the need to
help young people handle difficulties and from
effectively meeting that need.

2. Explain each of the following myths, using
the information in the course introduction:
• Myth 1: Adolescence is the best time of a per-

son’s life.
• Myth 2: We were their age, and we survived. So

will they.
• Myth 3: Adolescents bounce back quickly.

3. If you have time, invite comments from the
parents. They may be able to suggest more myths. If
this happens, write their suggestions in the Evalua-
tion section at the end of this session plan.

4. Move directly into your presentation on Tak-
ing Charge.

Presentation: Outline 
of Taking Charge (20 minutes)

Before the session. Prepare a list of names and
phone numbers of local people and agencies that
are available to help adolescents and their families
in difficult situations. Include help lines, hot lines,
mental health agencies, peer ministry groups, crisis
centers, and school personnel and organizations. 
Include resources from the parish, school, and com-
munity. Check the local phone directory and con-
sult your program coordinator and pastoral staff for
assistance.

Note: You will also need this list for session 3.
Compiling it now will save time later.

Read through the entire course. Prepare to de-
scribe briefly the content of each session, based on
the objectives stated in handout P–A, “The Goals
and Objectives of Taking Charge.”

1. Distribute copies of handout P–A and of
handout P–B, “Bringing It Home.” Also distribute
copies of the community and parish resources list if
you prepared it before the session.

E

2. Call the parents’ attention to handout P–A.
Review the course goals and session objectives with
the participants. Describe briefly the content of each
session, noting the concepts and types of activities
in each step. Invite questions and comments from
the parents.

3. Call attention to handout P–B. Note that this
handout includes questions for discussion between
parents and their children based on the content of
each session. It also includes suggestions for activi-
ties from the Family Connections section of each
session.

4. If you distributed copies of a list of commu-
nity and parish resources, call attention to them.
Explain that the young people will also receive
copies of the list during the final session of Taking
Charge. Preface a discussion of the resources list with
comments like these, in your own words:
• Most adolescents report feeling happy and well

adjusted most of the time. They relate well to
their families and to their peers and are comfort-
able with their values. But no matter how well
equipped we are to handle the challenges of life,
we all experience difficulties. Usually we work
through the tough times, trusting in God and
relying on friends and family members for care
and support. But sometimes we discover that
our needs or the needs of someone we love go
beyond what we are capable of handling alone.
In those cases it is helpful to know the options
available to us.

• Sometimes it is difficult to tell and even harder
to admit when an adolescent needs help beyond
what parents can offer. Certain warning signs
may be clues that a young person is heading for
trouble. Each sign represents a change in behav-
ior, the significance of which depends on many
variables, including personality and personal
style, the length of time the change has been
noticeable, and the circumstances surrounding
the situation. These signs are as follows:
❍ withdrawal from friends, family, and activi-

ties that the young person previously enjoyed
❍ loss of interest in taking part in life
❍ changes in physical needs and behaviors,

such as sleeplessness or sleepiness, loss of ap-
petite or constant overeating, or lack of at-
tention to personal hygiene

• Each person must learn for herself or himself
how to handle life’s difficulties. If we do not learn
to cope with the tough times, we will always see
ourselves as powerless. We will always be react-
ing to a situation instead of acting in our best
interests. The purpose of Taking Charge is to teach
young people about their options and their sup-
port systems. The course is also designed to en-
able them to be proactive so that they can view
the inevitable struggles of life as temporary set-
backs rather than life-altering disasters.

Small-Group Discussion: 
Adolescent Stressors (20 minutes)

If you are doing this parent session after session 1 of
Taking Charge, have the list of issues that the young
people agreed were the top five stressors of adoles-
cents. If the parent session is happening concur-
rently with session 1 of the course, you may have to
wait to present the top five stressors until they be-
come available.

Consider expanding this discussion exercise to
30 minutes or more if you are extending this session
to 2 hours.

Before the session. Write the following questions
on newsprint:
• What are some things that worry young peo-

ple today that were not issues for their parents’
generation?

• What are some things that parents worried about
as adolescents that are not a concern of young
people today?

• What are the top five stressors in young people’s
lives right now?

Copy the list from handout 1–A, “Stressful Is-
sues,” onto newsprint.

1. Ask the parents to form small groups with ap-
proximately four people in each group. Encourage
spouses to split up so that they are not in the same
group. Ask for a volunteer in each small group to be
the group’s recorder. Provide each volunteer with a
blank piece of paper and a pencil or pen, or, if you
prefer, a sheet of newsprint and markers.

B

2. Display the questions that you copied onto
newsprint before the session. Tell the participants
that they have about 5 minutes to discuss the first
two questions in their group and record their an-
swers. When that time is up, ask the recorders to re-
port the results to the large group.

3. Display the list of stressors you copied onto
newsprint before the session. Give each small group
five colored self-stick dots. Tell the parents that each
small group is to decide which of the listed items
are the top five stressors of young people today.
When a group reaches a decision, its recorder should
place a colored dot next to each of those items on
the newsprint.

4. Discuss and comment as time allows.

Break (10 minutes)

If you have a resource table set up, encourage the
parents to browse the materials during the break.
You might have included information on parenting
adolescents, adolescent issues, and skills for helping
young people deal with struggles. You might also
have included brochures and pamphlets for appro-
priate parish and community resources, agencies,
and programs.

Presentation: The Myths 
of Adolescence (10 minutes)

The information presented in this part of the ses-
sion is taken directly from the introduction to Tak-
ing Charge. You may want to read through the course
introduction again for other appropriate informa-
tion to include.

Before the session. Prepare to deliver a talk in your
own words on the material outlined in part 1 of this
step and on pages 9 to 10 of the introduction.

1. Present the following material in your own
words:
• We recognize that people must know how to be

proactive in order to feel that they are in charge
of their life. We teach young people to be proac-
tive when it comes to deciding on a career or
lifestyle, managing finances, or resolving con-
flict. In the process, we acknowledge the un-
known influences on these activities, and are

D

C
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For step F. If you have an extended period of
time, consider using the closing prayer service from
session 3 to end the parent session, rather than the
closing comments and prayer listed for this step. Re-
member to thank the parents for their participation,
and to invite them to contact you if they have any
comments or questions about the course or their
child’s participation in it.

Closing Prayer and Evaluation

Before doing the closing teaching prayer, you may
want to complete the evaluation at the end of this
session.

Closing Teacher Prayer

Think about everything during the session that was
good and everything that was challenging. Thank
God for the insights, experiences, and ideas that
you and the parents were able to share with one an-
other. After a few moments, close with the follow-
ing psalm:

If Yahweh does not build the house,
in vain do the builders toil;
if Yahweh does not guard the city,
in vain do the sentries watch.
. . . . . . . . . .
Children are a gift from Yahweh,
who rewards with descendants;
like the arrow in a victor’s hand
are your children.

(Ps. 127:1–4, in Schreck and Leach, 
Psalms Anew, pp. 177–178)

❍ connections with an entirely new group of
friends—especially if some of the members of
the new group are known for their poor
judgment or risk-taking behaviors

❍ self-mutilation
❍ drop in grades or trouble focusing on school-

work
❍ behavior that involves excessive and danger-

ous risks, such as sexual promiscuity, chemi-
cal abuse, or high-speed driving

❍ increased involvement in conflicts
❍ giving away prized possessions
❍ sudden recovery from a period of depression

Note that any of these warning signs may indicate a
need for professional help. In addition, emphasize
that the last two signs may indicate that a person is
suicidal. If these signs are present, immediate inter-
vention is necessary.

Refer to the list of community and parish re-
sources, commenting on entries as you feel is ap-
propriate. Assure the parents that you will contact
them if you observe that their son or daughter may
benefit from the help of a professional. 

Closing Comments and Prayer
(5 minutes)

1. Begin your closing comments by reading the
poem “Autobiography in Five Short Chapters,” on
page 7 of this text.

2. Note that the purpose of Taking Charge is to
help young people find their way out of the in-
evitable holes in life’s sidewalk, and even to find a
new street to walk down. The course is also about
encouraging them to reach out to God, who loves
them and walks every step of the journey with
them.

3. Thank the parents for their participation in
the session. Invite them to contact you if they have
any comments or questions about the course or
their child’s participation in it.

4. Close by reading Exod. 13:21–22, the account
of God leading the Israelites as a pillar of cloud by
day and a pillar of fire by night.

F

Alternative Approaches

After reading the session plan, you may choose to
do some things differently or to make additions to
an activity. Consider your time limitations first and
then the following alternative approaches. Also con-
sider these options if you wish to extend the session
to a full 2 hours.

For step A. If you are concerned about the sed-
entary nature of the parent session, consider mak-
ing this step more active, using one of the following
options:
• Post four signs in four different areas of the

room, labeled “Most of the time,” “Frequently,”
“Sometimes,” and “Almost never.” After you read
each statement regarding a struggle in the life of
an adolescent, ask the parents to move to the
sign that identifies the frequency of the struggle.
When groups have formed under the signs, ask
them to discuss some of the particulars of that
struggle. For example, when you read the state-
ment “I argued with my parents,” their discus-
sions could focus on the issues they argued
about the most. The statement “My son or daugh-
ter confides in an adult other than his or her
parents” could begin small-group discussions of
the role this significant adult plays in the child’s
life.

• Set up a continuum along the wall. Designate
one end “Frequently” and the other “Almost
never.” After you read each statement about an
adolescent struggle, ask the parents to move to
the point on the continuum that represents the
frequency of that struggle.

For step E. To extend the step, tell the partici-
pants to break into the same small groups they
worked in earlier, when they discussed adolescent
stressors. Tell them to brainstorm a list of things
parents can do to equip their daughters and sons to
manage life’s struggles, and to help their children
through the tough times. After 10 minutes or so of
brainstorming, ask a spokesperson from each group
to share the suggestions. You can also do the brain-
storming in a large group, to save time.
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Goals

● That young people understand that difficulty is a normal part of the
universal human experience and includes the potential and opportu-
nity for personal growth

● That they recognize the sources of growth, support, and assistance
both within themselves and around them  

● That they see God as a source of hope and comfort, and prayer as a
source of strength

Objectives

Each session has its own objectives, which will help realize the three
course goals.

Session 1: “The Stress of Life”
● To present to the young people the concept that limited stress is a

healthy dimension of life and can add to one’s creative productivity 
● To help them identify the sources of stress and struggle in their life
● To examine life’s struggles as they fall into the categories of change,

challenge, and crisis

Session 2: “Learning to Cope”
● To help the young people grow in their awareness of an ever-present

God
● To present examples of people who have overcome difficulties and

to challenge the young people to think positively about their own
prospects for happiness and success

● To demonstrate a model of managing life’s struggles by looking at
one’s strengths, opportunities, sources of assistance, and roadblocks

Session 3: “Never Alone”
● To introduce and explore with the young people three common

responses to life’s struggles
● To help them recognize and identify the network of support that is

available to them
● To summarize the concepts presented in the course by looking at

examples from the Scriptures
● To bring the course to a hopeful and prayerful close
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Evaluation

Take a few moments after the session to evaluate how it went. Think about the
following questions and write your thoughts in the spaces provided, for future
reference:

1. What really worked well in this session?

2. What would make this session better next time?

3. How well did the session meet the objective of helping the parents get in
touch with their own experiences of struggle in adolescence and with their
children’s experiences?
Needs work ↔ Very well

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

Comments:

4. How well did the session meet the objective of presenting information
about adolescent development and issues as they relate to handling life’s
challenges?
Needs work ↔ Very well

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

Comments:

5. Would you make any changes in the way you presented the course out-
line? If so, what?

✒



Bringing It Home, page 2

Session 3

4 In the final session of Taking Charge, the participants looked at people and situations in the Scriptures
and applied what they had learned in the course to each situation. With your family, read a few of the
following Scripture passages and talk through the questions.

Scripture passages
■ Luke 4:1–13 (Jesus’ temptation in the desert)
■ Mark 14:32–42 (Jesus praying in Gethsemane)
■ John 6:2–11 (a woman caught in adultery)
■ Matthew 19:16–22 (a rich young man)
■ Luke 22:54–62 (Peter’s denial of Jesus)
■ Job 1:13–22 (Job’s loss of property and children)
■ Romans 7:15–25 (Paul’s inner conflict)
■ Psalm 116:1–13 (recovery from illness)
■ Genesis 39:7–23 (Joseph’s imprisonment)
■ Exodus 14:10–18 (the crossing of the Red Sea)
■ 1 Corinthians 2:1–4 (Paul’s uncertainty)
■ Exodus 17:1–7 (water from the rock)
■ Jeremiah 1:4–10 (the call of Jeremiah)
■ Mark 4:35–40 (Jesus calming a storm)

Questions for discussion
■■ Is the story about a moment of change, challenge, or crisis?
■■ What emotions or feelings did the main character(s) experience?
■■ What were the main character’s (or characters’) strengths? opportunities? sources of assistance?

roadblocks?
■■ Were the responses assertive, aggressive, or submissive?
■■ Does the story identify any components of the main character’s (or characters’) network of care?

If so, what are they?
■■ What did the main character(s) finally choose to do?
■■ How and where was God present in the struggle?

4 The young people were directed to bring home a copy of a handout titled “Litany of Strength,” which
was used as part of the closing prayer for the course. Use this litany as a family prayer.

4 “Catch” your teenager being assertive, and affirm her or him for the way she or he handled the specific
situation.

Questions for discussion

■■ Think about each member of the family. Is each person’s predominant response to difficult situa-
tions aggressive, submissive, or assertive?

■■ When is it necessary to be aggressive or submissive in family life? How can you help one another
develop assertive approaches to dealing with people at home, at school, and at work?
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F O R P A R E N T S A N D A D O L E S C E N T S

After each session of Taking Charge, spend some time with your son or daughter discussing the 
material covered in the session. You do not have to have a formal talk. In fact, you may have more
success if the discussion happens informally and almost spontaneously. Opportunities for good discus-
sions often come at unexpected times and places, such as in the car, while doing chores, or while
running or shooting baskets.

Session 1

4 Your teenager may have been asked to bring home a copy of a survey titled “How Do I Handle Stress?”
It is designed to get people thinking about the way they react to pressure and what they see as their
own stress level. Spend a few moments completing the survey yourself, and then encourage other
family members to do so and to share the results with one another. Try to find ways to reduce the
stress levels for any family members who are feeling overwhelmed.

Questions for discussion

■■ What were the top stressors for young people during your own adolescent years? Discuss the
differences and similarities between life then and now.

■■ What does your daughter or son perceive as the top five stressors for adults? for you specifical-
ly? What would you put on the list?

■■ Ask your teenager to describe the three categories of struggles discussed in session 1: changes,
challenges, and crises. What significant changes, challenges, and crises have you recently faced
as a family?

Session 2

4 In session 2, the young people heard stories of famous and not-so-famous people who 
managed to succeed in spite of difficulties. Ask your son or daughter to share some of the stories with
you and other family members. Did anything about those stories move him or her? If so, what?

4 Each young person was directed to bring home a copy of the handout “SOARing Through Life.” Ask
your daughter or son to explain each element of the SOAR model to you. Think about the strengths,
obstacles, sources of assistance, and roadblocks in your own life and in the life of the family. Are there
any sources of assistance that your family needs but has not used to the fullest? What can be done to
change that?

Questions for discussion

■■ What are the personal strengths in your adolescent? Tell him or her about them. Do what you can
to affirm and encourage the development of these strengths.

■■ What are the strengths, obstacles, sources of assistance, and roadblocks in your family? Ask your
daughter or son the same question. Listen carefully to her or his perceptions of the family.

■■ Do you know anyone who has overcome many difficulties to achieve their goals? Ask your
teenager if they have any friends who seem to do well in spite of obstacles.

■■ What is your definition of success? How does your son or daughter define the concept?
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