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AN INTRODUCTION TO POWER GROUP
Purpose and Goals/Objectives

Facilitated by a licensed mental health provider, Power Group is a weekly, theme-based group about the social  
and emotional life of program participants. The curriculum is based on a preventive, strengths-based model of  
social work practice. All Carrera program participants attend Power Group weekly. This innovative integration of 
mental health services into our overall youth development approach offers a unique opportunity to provide preven-
tive mental health services to 100% of our target population. This is in addition to the crisis intervention, individual 
case management, short term/supportive counseling, and referral services provided to those young people and 
families in need of additional support.

The goal of Power Group is to encourage, support, and empower adolescents as they learn to negotiate the  
world around them successfully. Relationships with self, peers, family, and community are central to a young  
person’s ability to master developmental challenges and emerge from adolescence with an integrated identity. 
Power Group is intended to impact the quality of these relationships and an adolescent’s ability to establish and 
maintain them. These issues associated with the age and stage development of a young person and the overall  
developmental milestones of adolescence are central to the work of Power Group. 

A predominant and unique feature of Power Group is its focus on the “whole person”—their assets, talents, and 
gifts—rather than on identified problems and pathologies. Young people are seen as competent. With the guidance 
and sustained involvement of caring adults, they have the capacity to develop effective solutions to problems they 
face. This view is consistent with the overall Carrera program philosophy, which views youth as “at promise” rather 
than “at risk.” 

Power Group provides youth with encouragement and support as they negotiate the normal psychosocial tasks 
of middle childhood (developing a sense of competence) and adolescence (developing a sense of identity). The 
group provides a safe and constructive forum for young people to identify and process issues with the guidance of a 
trained professional, as well as to compare their feelings, thoughts, and behaviors with those of their peers. As they 
share their stories, their perspectives, and their feelings about themselves and the world around them, Power Group 
provides an opportunity for those feelings to be normalized. Furthermore, the group teaches skills for effectively 
managing emotions and life challenges. The regular meetings increase self-awareness and understanding and  
help program participants gain an understanding of how their behaviors may impact others. 

Historically, social work services have a negative connotation for many members of the populations we 
serve. The way in which mental health is expressed in our program model de-stigmatizes the provision of 
mental health services. This allows the social worker to make connections with youth and their families 
based on positive interactions; interactions are not solely driven by pathologies or identified problems.  
The Mental Health/Power Group component also provides opportunities for young people to:

•	 Improve communication with parents and/or  
caregivers;

•	 Uncover hidden competencies and learn new ones;

•	 Learn about establishing and maintaining healthy 
relationships;

•	 Correct misinformation in their knowledge base;

•	 Have more opportunities for healthy social interac-
tion and participate in a positive peer culture;

•	 Learn about problem solving;

•	 Learn how to identify and express their feelings  
in a constructive fashion;

•	 Improve their ability to communicate their needs;

•	 Experience the universality of their thoughts  
and feelings; 

•	 Embrace differences;

•	 Increase their self-awareness;

•	 Contribute to their community.
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Power Group Topics and Skill Development

Power Group (and the Power Group Curriculum) is designed to address a broad spectrum of topics and issues  
impacting young people at each age and stage of their development; these universal topics relate to self, peers, 
family, and community. Topics and related Core Activities (as highlighted in the curriculum), assist young people in 
exploring important issues within the context of their local environments. It is the expectation that social workers, 
though guided implementation of the Power Group curriculum and professional competencies, will understand  
and appropriately introduce and integrate key topics and skill development. The following is illustrative and not 
exhaustive in terms of group topics and skills:

POWER GROUP TOPICS

•	 Self-Perception (self-esteem, self-image or concept, self-efficacy, racial and/or cultural pride and identity)

•	 Problem Solving/Effective Decision Making

•	 Effective Communication with Parents and Peers

•	 Healthy Relationships, Peer Pressure, and Friendship

•	 Understanding and Accepting Differences and Diversity

•	 School Expectations  

•	 Family/Community Violence

•	 Loss, Grief, and Trauma

SKILL DEVELOPMENT

•	 Effective Communication and Active Listening

•	 Giving and Accepting Feedback

•	 Identifying, Sharing, Expressing Feelings

•	 Managing Life Transitions

•	 Conflict Resolution/Management Skills

•	 Practices for Self Control 

•	 Assertiveness

•	 Anger Management Skills

•	 Coping with Anxiety/Stress

•	 Problem Solving Skills 

•	 Decision Making/Choices/Values Clarification Skills

CURRICULUM STRUCTURE

The Power Group Curriculum is designed to provide social workers 
with lesson plans reflecting the range of topics above, as well as 
guidance on effective implementation. The curriculum is structured 
to facilitate initial group building: Setting the stage for building  
cohesion and trust within the group. Subsequent lessons focus on 
key concepts associated with self, peers, family, and community.

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE:
This resource is designed  
with the intention of:

1.	 Providing a chronological  
approach to introducing Power 
Group and group life to a new  
cohort and ongoing implementa-
tion of relevant lessons.

2.	 Establishing a routine during  
the session.

3.	 Creating an environment that  
nurtures and appreciates the  
participation of the young people.

4.	 Assisting social workers in their 
planning and implementation of 
group activities.

5.	 Highlighting the importance of  
session and process goals.
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Implementing Power Group: Considerations for Clinicians

STRUCTURING POWER GROUP

Because social interaction is a key aspect of adolescent development, the Power Group setting provides an ideal 
venue for work with this population. At the same time, adolescence is a period that involves significant change,  
including increased emotional vulnerability and often limited impulse control. Providing and clarifying group  
structure, process, and expectations are essential. In initial Power Group meetings, ground rules are established. 
Members discuss and agree on group rules and process. They also engage in an activity to get to know something 
about each other and each other’s goals, concerns, or interests.

Power Group sessions are structured to have a recognizable and meaningful beginning—a “Do Now” and/or  
“Go ’Round,” a middle—the “Core Activity,” and an end—“Wrap-Up and Closing Activity.” All are described in  
detail below:

BEGINNING: DO NOW AND GO ‘ROUND

Power Group Sessions typically opens with a Do Now. This is an activity that is intended to engage program  
participants immediately upon entering the room; it also introduces them to the Power Group topic of the day.  
Do Now activities may be in the form of oral or written questions or directions. Depending on the time allocation 
and the overall tone of the group, social workers may also incorporate a “Go ‘Round,” which is a brief opportunity  
for young people to say a word or sentence that describes what’s on their mind and/or what they are feeling. The 
social worker may lead with a question like: “What did you do this weekend?” or “On a scale of one to 10, how do 
you feel today?” Go ‘Rounds are not intended as a time for feedback or group discussion. This process may, however, 
require some flexibility on the part of the social worker, depending on what occurs or what issues are identified.

MIDDLE: CORE ACTIVITY AND REVIEW OF WORDS

The Core Activity is the central portion of the Power Group session; it is a carefully constructed activity centered 
on a key theme with identified objectives. This activity serves to enhance understanding on a topic and/or reinforce 
newly acquired skill sets. Power Group incorporates a range of creative and engaging activities. These Core Activi-
ties may be conducted as a large group or in several small groups. This provides an opportunity for the social worker 
to give positive reinforcement and feedback to group participants and to ensure that every member of the group  
has an opportunity to participate in the activity or exercise. Activities may range from facilitated dialogue to team 
building projects, skits, and plays. These Core Activities use a variety of media, such as music, art, and technology  
to support group objectives. They may be designated for single or multiple Power Group sessions. Whatever the 
activity, a significant portion of time should be spent in small or large group experiences and/or sharing. 

The reviewing of key words allows the student to develop a working definition for concepts that are sometimes  
abstract. Although definitions are provided for the word(s) of the day, the social worker may decide to provide a  
different working definition that is more applicable to the group.

END: SESSION WRAP-UP/CLOSING ACTIVITY

A Closing Activity is an opportunity for social workers to develop and implement a routine that wraps up the ses-
sion for the day. It may take the form of guided group reflection on the Core Activity or reinforcement/review of key 
concepts or learning objectives. It is also an opportunity for the social worker to share feedback on group process 
and observations, as well as group progress and accomplishments. The Session Wrap-Up/Closing Activity is also 
the time to set the stage for the next Power Group session. 



9

CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE STAGE
	 Lesson 1: Purpose of Power Group/Setting Expectations

SOCIAL WORKER/MENTAL HEALTH WORKER NOTES:

SESSION GOALS:

To alleviate anxiety about new grade/school

To identify possible roles of Power Group

To establish ground rules for the group

To enable students to set reasonable  
expectations of themselves, others, and 
their Power Group leader for the year

MATERIALS:

Flip chart

Markers

WORD(S) OF THE DAY:

Alleviate

Anxiety

Power Group

DO NOW: 

Think about the most exciting thing about being in a new  
grade and/or new school and be prepared to share.

It is important to review the guidelines for group participation that have already been established in the program 
with past participants. These guidelines include, but are not limited to, confidentiality, timeliness, participation, 
and respect for other people’s opinions. Regarding expectations, ask the group what they can do to make Power 
Group—and their school year—a success. 



10

CORE ACTIVITY: 

1. 	 Have students share the best and worse things about returning to school and write the responses on the  
flip chart. 

2. 	 Identify any similar responses. 

3. 	 Have students share their expectations for themselves, their peers, and the group leader and write the responses 
on the flip chart.

4. 	 Identify any similar responses. 

QUESTIONS TO FACILITATE DISCUSSION:

1.	 What are some of the differences you have noticed, or what differences do you expect to see, from your last 
grade to this grade? 

2.	 If this school is new to you, what differences (positive and negative) have you noticed between this school and 
your previous school?

3.	 Which positive habits, attitudes, or behaviors from last year would you like to continue into this school year?

4.	 Which habits, attitudes, or behaviors from last year would you like to change this school year?        

5. 	 What types of things might get in the way of your meeting the expectations you have for yourself?

6. 	 What do you think should happen if students are not meeting group expectations?

7. 	 How can we as a group help when people are not meeting expectations?

8. 	 Why do you think it is important that Power Group leaders have expectations of the students?

9. 	 Why do you think it is important to have expectations of yourself?

CLOSING ROUTINE:  

Give a general overview of what will be covered in the upcoming semester. Remind students that they can connect 
with you through individual appointments as well. 
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DO NOW:   

On one side of an index card, have students write 
the best thing about the previous school year. On the 
opposite side, they should write the worst thing they 
remember about the previous school year. 

CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE STAGE
	 lesson 2: Committing to Goals/Perseverance

SESSION GOALS: 

To help students set personal 
goals for the year and reflect on 
who they want to be this coming 
school year 

To understand the concept of  
overcoming a challenge and why  
it is important

To identify way in which we can 
overcome obstacles

MATERIALS: 

Index cards

Core Activity worksheet

WORD(S) OF THE DAY:

Perseverance 

SOCIAL WORKER/MENTAL HEALTH WORKER NOTES:

Power Group
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CORE ACTIVITY: 

	 Students will write a short letter to themselves stating how they would like the new school year to be for them, 
e.g.: “I want to make the honor role” or “I want to be a good friend.” In this letter, they should write about what 
they would like to accomplish, what kind of a person they want to be, and how this can happen during this school 
year. Encourage the students to set personal goals and use the lessons of last year to make changes for this new 
school year. Ask students to find a spot in the room where they feel comfortable and away from the distractions 
of other students. Once finished with their letters, ask students to each share one goal that they have set for this 
school year. 

	 Next, write this quote on the board:

	 “I’ve missed over 9,000 shots in my career. I’ve almost lost 300 games. Twenty-six times, I’ve been trusted to 
take the game’s winning shot and missed. I’ve failed over and over again in my life. And that’s why I succeed.”  
— Michael Jordan

	 The social worker/mental health worker should ask a few students to share their thoughts about what this  
quote means. You can then define and discuss perseverance with the class. Be sure to touch on what happens 
when you don’t make an effort to overcome a challenge.

	 Definition of perseverance: Steady persistence in a course of action or a purpose, especially in spite of  
difficulties, obstacles, or discouragement. 

	 The social worker/mental health worker should talk about how positive self-talk is an important part of  
overcoming challenges. You should then instruct the group to interview two classmates using the worksheet on 
the next page. Let the students know that they will be reporting to the class regarding one of the interviews and 
what was inspiring to them about it. 

CLOSING ROUTINE:  

Ask students to reflect on key concepts of the day. 
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INTERVIEW 1

GIVE AN EXAMPLE OF A CHALLENGE YOU HAVE FACED IN YOUR LIFE.

What efforts did you make to overcome this challenge?

What was the outcome?

Describe some of the feelings you experienced throughout this challenge (i.e., how you felt when the obstacle was 
first presented, when you were trying to overcome it, and after the outcome).

If you were going to give someone advice on dealing with a similar challenge, what would it be?

INTERVIEW 2

GIVE AN EXAMPLE OF A CHALLENGE YOU HAVE FACED IN YOUR LIFE.

What efforts did you make to overcome this challenge?

What was the outcome?

Describe some of the feelings you experiences throughout this challenge  (i.e., how you felt when the obstacle was 
first presented, when you were trying to overcome it, and after the outcome).

If you were going to give someone advice on dealing with a similar challenge, what would it be?
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DO NOW: 

On a sheet of paper, list the three parts of “communication.” 
Is there one part that is the most important?

CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE STAGE
	 lesson 3: Communication DOs and DON’Ts

SESSION GOAL:

To create a list of communication guidelines for 
the entire group to follow

MATERIALS:

Flip chart 

Markers

Copies of the Communication 
DOs and DON’Ts Worksheet

SOCIAL WORKER/MENTAL HEALTH WORKER NOTES:

WORD(S) OF THE DAY:

Communication

Power Group
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CORE ACTIVITY: 

	 Distribute copies of the Communication DOs and DON’Ts worksheet and ask the students to complete it.  
After they are finished, go through each word with the group; ask them to vote on whether each term is a  
“DO” or a “DON’T.” Have the group talk about why they put the word or phrase into a given category. Facilitate  
a discussion around this list.

MOVEMENT ACTIVITY: 

Create two signs. One says Communication DOs, and the other says Communication DON’Ts. Have students move 
to one side of the room or the other as you read out the options from the list on the worksheet.

QUESTIONS TO FACILITATE DISCUSSION: 

Are there other things that you think belong on the “DO” list?

Are there other things that you think belong on the “DON’T” list?

Is there a Communication DON’T that you feel occurs a lot in school? 

Have any of these Communication DON’Ts occurred in Power Group in the past?

How can we improve our communication?

Do you think people are aware that they are not communicating well?

How can the group help? 

CLOSING ROUTINE:  

Ask students to reflect on key concepts of the day. 
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COMMUNICATION DO’S AND DON’TS

Directions: Put the word or phrase into the column that YOU think it belongs in. 

Word Bank:   “Listen”   “Assume You Understand”    “Blame”     “Be Open-Minded”    

“Resist Distractions”   “Ask Questions”    “Call Names or Label”       “Interrupt”

“Look the Person in the Eyes”        “Raise your Voice or Yell”     “Force or Threaten”

“Laugh at People”        “Hear a Person Out”      “Make Snap Judgments”

“Offer Advice when It’s Not Asked for”      “Say ‘Always’ or ‘Never’”

	 COMMUNICATION DO’S	 COMMUNICATION DON’TS
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DO NOW: 

Student choose an adjective to associate with their 
name and share why they chose this word. 

CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE STAGE
	 lesson 4: Self-Perception

SOCIAL WORKER/MENTAL HEALTH WORKER NOTES:

SESSION GOALS:

To become familiar with the other members in the group

To get a baseline regarding the current functioning of each student

MATERIALS:

Self-perception questionnaire

WORD(S) OF THE DAY:

 Self-Concept

Power Group

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale used in this lesson is perhaps the most widely-used self-esteem measure in social 
science research. Because of its widespread popularity in everyday parlance and in popular psychology, the concept 
of self-esteem may be subject to distortion and misuse. Thus, it is recommended that those using the scale be  
familiar with the scientific study of this concept and its complexities. For more information, visit www.bsos.umd.
edu/socy/Research/rosenberg.htm.
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CORE ACTIVITY: 

	 Distribute the questionnaire (see attached). Explain that this questionnaire will be administered at the begin-
ning and end of this school year. It helps the social worker/mental health worker understand how you are feeling 
about yourself, and how those feelings might change during the course of the year. Make sure that each student 
understands how to complete the questionnaire correctly. Tell them that their answers are confidential and will 
only be seen by the social worker/mental health worker. Collect the completed questionnaires. After group, score 
them according to the instructions below.

	 After they finish the questionnaire, have the group stand and form a circle. Once the group is in position, the  
social worker/mental health worker explains that they will be playing a game that requires them to think quickly. 
A volunteer is asked to stand in the middle of the circle. The volunteer closes his/her eyes and keeps them 
closed throughout the entire time in the center. One student standing as part of the circle is then given a small 
object. When the center person says “Start,” students should pass the object around the circle counterclockwise 
from one participant to the next. The center person can call out “Stop!” at any time. The center person then 
quickly says a letter of the alphabet, and the person holding the object must QUICKLY say three nouns that  
begin with the specified letter. If the participant says three words within five seconds, the game continues with 
the same leader. If the person cannot think of three nouns in that amount of time, he/she becomes the leader. 
Game continues until peak fun is reached.

CLOSING ROUTINE:  

Reflect on the theme of “self-concept” and the impact of having a positive view of oneself. Explain that everyone  
has assets and things that they do well that we intend to highlight in our program work. Have each student say one 
positive thing about him or herself. 

SCORING THE ROSENBERG SELF-ESTEEM SCALE (SES):

• 	 While designed as a Guttman scale, the SES is now commonly scored as a Likert scale. The 10 items on the next 
page are answered on a four-point scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.”

• 	 To score the items, assign a value to each of the 10 items as follows: 

	 For items 1, 2, 4, 6, 7: Strongly Agree=3, Agree=2, Disagree=1, and Strongly Disagree=0. 

	 For items 3, 5, 8,9,10 (which are reversed in valence):  
Strongly Agree=0, Agree=1, Disagree=2, and Strongly Disagree=3.

• 	 The scale ranges from 0–30, with 30 indicating the highest score possible. For example, you can assign values 
1–4 rather than 0–3; then scores will range from 10-40. Some researchers use 5- or 7-point Likert scales, and 
again, scale ranges would vary based on the addition of “middle” categories of agreement.

If a child scores low, the social worker/mental health worker needs to ensure appropriate one-on-one to that  
additional supports/referrals can be provided as necessary.

Additionally, make a note now of when you plan to administer the test a second time during the school year so that 
you can note changes in students’ self-perception. 

For more information on the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale go to:  
http://www.bsos.umd.edu/socy/Research/rosenberg.htm


