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Lesson Overviews
Being aware of and managing our 
emotions is perhaps our most fundamental 
social and emotional skill set. Relationship 
building, successful problem solving, and 
responsible decision making rely on it. Les-
sons 2.1– 2.6 help students learn to access the 
“thinking” part of their brain to manage and 
use emotions to their best advantage. 

2.1 Understanding the Teenage Brain

Think back to adventures in your childhood days 
— maybe it was your first time ice skating, roller 
skating, or skiing. Chances are that you were more 
adventurous then than you are now as an adult. 
Since childhood, you have developed new cognitive 
abilities—such as planning, estimating consequenc-
es, and projecting outcomes. Now, when you try 
skating or skiing, you might ask yourself, “What if I 
fall?” “If I fall, how will I get help?” “Do I have my insur-
ance card?” These are all functions of the prefrontal 
cortex of your brain, which controls reasoning, man-
agement of emotions, and abstract thought. Brain 
research tells us that the prefrontal cortex — aka 
the “Thinking Brain” or “Rational Center” — enters 
an intense period of development in adolescence 
and early adulthood as it attempts to reel in the im-
pulsive thoughts, feelings, and behavior emanating 
from the limbic system or “Emotional Center” of the 
brain (Jensen & Nutt, 2015). 

Adolescence is historically characterized as a time 

of “storm and stress” (Arnett, 1999). Physical ma-
turity often precedes cognitive maturity, making it 
seem as if teens are steering a somewhat unwieldy 
ship. Fluctuating hormones, coupled with increased 
attention to social pressures and more oppor-
tunities for freedom (e.g., driving, later curfew), 
may lead to erratic mood swings, lulls in mental 
alertness, and uneven emotional and behavioral 
control. Adolescents may exhibit great insight and 
self-control and only minutes later “flip their lid” in 
an emotional outburst. 

In this lesson students explore the exciting but 
rocky road of adolescent brain development. With 
the help of two brief videos, they learn the ter-
minology of neuroscience and simple, engaging 
metaphors that help them grasp complex brain pro-
cesses and better understand why they make rash 
decisions at times. Students greatly enjoy learning 
about their brain and how they can exert more 
control over it. It is helpful for teachers to reflect on 
this period in their own lives and selectively share 
some of their ups and downs, showing their stu-
dents the possibility of growth.  

2.2 Being Aware of Our Emotions

Emotions are one of the primary indicators of what 
matters to us and of how we experience life.  While 
they are but one of the factors we should consider 
in making personal decisions, we often assign them 
considerable weight. This lesson opens with a true/
false quiz designed to determine what students 
know about emotions and build on their knowledge 



6 Module 2     Developing Self-Awareness and Self-Management                            Copyright © 2015 School-Connect®

base. The subsequent discussion focuses on recog-
nizing how emotions arise and are sustained. 

To some degree, emotions are manifested by an 
automatic response that arises from unconscious 
thought (the limbic system within the brain), almost 
as if they were embedded in our genetic code. For 
example, when a car suddenly veers toward us, we 
respond automatically with fear —and either jump 
out of the way or (if we are driving) turn the wheel 
to avoid a collision. These automatic reactions 
allow us to act swiftly in the face of danger, thus 
helping to ensure our survival. In cases like this, our 
emotions arise without our being aware of them, 
through a process known as automatic (auto) ap-
praising—using our senses to scan the environment 
for signs of danger—and our initial reactions are 
largely out of our control (Ekman, 2003). 

These primitive responses are not always in tune 
with modern-day life. When neutral actions are 
misperceived as real threats, quick reactions can 
cause havoc, especially in young people. As we will 
see in Lesson 2.3, conscious thought also plays an 
important role in triggering and regulating emo-
tions. Before students can understand the relation-
ship between automatic responses and conscious 
thought, they must be able to recognize how they 
are feeling—reflective appraising (Ekman, 2003). 

Using the photographs of the seven basic emo-
tions (Ekman, 2003) first presented in Lesson 1.10, 
students identify the physical sensations that ac-
company these emotions. In addition, they ascribe 
names to different levels of each basic emotion, e.g., 
for the emotion fear: worried—anxious—afraid—
terrified, creating “families of emotions” and a rich 
vocabulary for more accurately describing their 
internal state. The better young people are at rec-
ognizing the physical expressions and sensations 
that accompany various emotions and the sources 
of those emotions, the easier it will be for them to 
understand their behavior and the choices they 
make.

Note: This is a self-awareness lesson. It is best to 
refrain from talking about self-management strate-

gies at this time; those will be addressed in Lessons 
2.3 and 2.4.

2.3 Recognizing the Power of Thought

This lesson helps students to understand the nature 
and power of their internal thought processes.  
When people erupt in anger over a minor offense 
such as being cut off in traffic, their thought pro-
cesses play a heavy hand in their reaction. When 
we are gripped by a strong emotion (e.g., anger at 
aggressive driving), we tend to seek confirmation of 
the emotion rather than challenge it. For example, 
we may think or say That jerk! What does he think he’s 
doing? By responding to a situation with aggressive 
thoughts, we heighten our emotional experience, 
regardless of whether our reaction is warranted. As 
a result we may respond with aggressive behavior, 
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e.g., shouting at the other driver at the next stop 
light. This cognitive-behavioral process, first con-
ceptualized by Aaron T. Beck for treating depression 
(Beck et al.,1979), has been adapted for working 
with anxious and impulsive children and adolescents 
(Kendall & Braswell, 1985; Kendall, 2012; Creed 
et al., 2011).  In this lesson, the “Power of Thought 
Loop” illustrates this cognitive-behavioral process, 
first showing negative loops and then contrasting 
them with positive loops.   

At other times, our thoughts trigger our emotions. 
When we hold strong preconceived notions about 
others or ourselves, we are likely to project our be-
liefs onto neutral or ambiguous situations. Thoughts 
that seem to habitually pop into our head are called 
automatic thoughts. For example, if a student feels 
insecure about her friendships or social standing 
and a friend fails to say “hi” to her in the hall, her au-
tomatic thought may be that her friend is purposely 
ignoring her or is mad at her. Such a thought may 
cause her to feel sad or angry. Likewise, a student 
who lacks confidence in his academic ability may 
perceive small setbacks as proof of low intelligence 
rather than as challenges to overcome with more 
effort—e.g., he may say I can’t solve this equation; I’m 
just no good at algebra. This could cause him to feel 
deflated and unmotivated. These tendencies are 
called negative attributional biases, and are particular 
problems for many at-risk and incarcerated youth 
(Slaby & Guerra, 1988; Guerra & Slabby, 1990). The 
Attributions Survey in the lesson will help alert stu-
dents as to whether they hold such a bias and what 
they can do about it. 

Helping students recognize their automatic thoughts 
and the situations that trigger them is a critical step 
in gaining self-knowledge — and the first step in 
self-management. Students need time to become ad-
ept at recognizing their thought patterns, reflecting 
on how they respond in certain situations, and gen-
erating more positive or neutral interpretations and 
thoughts for an event. Keeping an automatic thought 
log for one to two weeks and sharing it with a partner 
in class helps students in this endeavor. Teachers can 
support this effort by keeping a log themselves and 
sharing examples with the class.

2.4 Managing Emotions   
Once students are aware of their emotions and the 
role thought plays in sustaining or reducing them, 
they are ready to develop some self-management 
techniques. Key to this is recognizing the types of 
situations or events that prompt or trigger strong 
emotions. These prompts or triggers are specific 
to the individual and are formed by habit. Breaking 
their hold over students takes time and patience on 
their part. 

This lesson emphasizes a variety of emotions that, 
if escalated, can cause them to lose control, e.g. 
anxiety, sadness, excitement, embarrassment. The 
de-escalation strategies — e.g., belly breathing, dis-
puting negative thoughts and attributions, taking a 
time-out — can be applied across different emotions 
and matched to different types of situations for best 
effect. Due to the particularly strong effect of anger 
on people’s lives, the next lesson focuses solely on 
anger management. 

2.5 Defusing Anger 
Anger is fickle. It has its good points (Where would 
we be if people had not been angered over slavery?) and 
its bad points (How many lives would have been saved 
if people had remained calm rather than exploded in 
anger?). Anger often masks other emotions — such 
as jealousy, hurt, and fear — and deludes some of 
us into thinking that it gives us personal power. The 
negatives may outweigh the positives, but anger is 
here to stay as one of our basic emotions. Although 
heredity and environment play a part in our tenden-
cy to become angry, whether we feed it or work to 
defuse it is largely up to us as individuals.

Being able to manage anger requires some knowl-
edge of how anger arises and escalates, especially 
the role of our thought processes. For example, do 
we tend to attribute negative intent and character-
istics to others (aka externalize blame)? Or do we 
blame ourselves (aka internalize blame)? This kind 
of negative self-talk serves to fan the flames and 
provide the fuel for escalation (Ekman, 2003). Being 
mindful of the words we use – What prompted my 
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anger? vs. What made me angry? – helps to underline 
that we have a choice in how we speak about and 
respond to anger. We can be proactive rather than 
reactive, and can exercise autonomy rather than be 
controlled by our emotions.  

Thinking through the lesson scenarios and how to 
unpack them in class helps teachers to make the 
“lessons” embedded in each situation more salient 
to students. Teachers need a good understanding 
of underlying emotions, the difference between 
what triggers and what causes anger (from with-
out vs. from within), and the role residual anger can 
play in conflicts. It is easy to see that modelling 
and facilitating anger management requires strong 
self-knowledge on the part of teachers. They may 
be developing some of these skills along with their 
students. As with developing any social and emo-
tional skill, being open and honest about this pro-
cess can be a sign of strength in teachers.  

2.6 Coping with Stress

Adolescence is one of the most stressful periods in 
a person’s life. Not only are teens going through the 
physical and emotional changes of puberty, many 
of them are also having trouble meeting the higher 
academic standards of high school and adjusting to 
shifts in friendships and interests from their middle 
school years. In addition, just when students want 
greater independence, their movements are often 
restricted on account of conflicts with parents or 
because of living in unsafe neighborhoods. 

Recognizing the sources of stress is the first step 
in dealing with stress. Students begin the lesson by 
identifying stressors in their lives. Note that change 
is one of the major sources of stress (Miller & Rahe, 
1997). Even good things, like being on a new team, 
can be stressful for teens until they adjust to the 
new situation. Students learn that a little stress can 
be beneficial, e.g., helps improve their concentration 
and motivates them to accomplish a task or goal. 
On the flip side, too much stress can overload their 
system and interfere with their ability to function 
and learn (Jensen & Nutt, 2015). To effectively deal 
with stress and stress overload it is helpful to have 
an understanding of what happens during the stress 
cycle — cognitively, emotionally, and physically. 

Helping students make healthful choices in cop-
ing with stress can have a positive impact on their 
functioning in school and on their quality of life in 
general (Epstein, 2011). Students learn that they 
can change their situation, e.g. by reducing their num-
ber of ongoing activities, or change their state, e.g., 
through exercise, emotion management strategies 
learned previously, and relaxation techniques such 
as Charles Stroebel’s Quieting Reflex (Stroebel, 
1982). 

Generating positive emotions through 
expressing gratitude, sharing positive events, 
recognizing one and others’ character 
strengths, and favoring activities that can lead 
to deep satisfaction can improve our mental 
state and even affect the paths we choose in 
life. Lessons 2.7– 2.10 help students tap into 
this natural high and resist the forces that can 
lead to unhappiness and discontent. Students 
learn that increasing positive emotions is just 
as important as managing negative emotions. 

2.7 Inducing Positive Emotions
Research in the field of Positive Psychology attests 
to the beneficial effects of positive emotions—e.g., 
joy, humor, gratitude, excitement, and satisfac-
tion—on our mental state and emotional well-being 
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(Seligman, 2002). In simple terms, having positive 
feelings about a person, activity, or subject impels 
us to approach them, while having negative feelings 
impels us to avoid them. Teachers see the impact of 
this in the classroom on a daily basis.

Psychology in general and prevention programs in 
particular have focused on remediating the neg-
ative to enhance one’s sense of well-being—i.e., 
managing negative emotions, coping with stress, 
resisting peer pressure, and handling conflict (Ayan, 
2015). These are all important life skills and should 
not be downplayed.  However, paying attention to 
the positive—e.g., reframing situations in a posi-
tive light, identifying and applying one’s strengths, 
pursuing activities that elicit positive feelings such 
as joy, hope, and peacefulness—also facilitates 
development of an important set of life skills (Fred-
rickson, 2009). Strategies that increase the positive 
help us be more creative, confident, open to learn-
ing, and hopeful about the future. They actually 
propel us toward our goals, rather than simply 
arresting our slide away from them. 

Practicing gratitude, which is strongly promoted 
through Positive Psychology and character educa-
tion, serves to induce positive emotions and a sense 
of well-being in those who practice it (Emmons & 
McCullough, 2003). Students learn that their brains 
secrete “happy hormones” like dopamine, sero-
tonin and oxytocin that relieve anxiety and flood 
them with positive feelings. The central activity of 
this lesson – a guided imagery exercise followed 
by writing and “delivering” a gratitude letter – can 
have a strong emotional impact on students. Teach-
ers can inspire students to give gratitude a try by 
writing their own gratitude letter to someone who 
has made a positive impact on their life and sharing 
in class the effects of this experience on themselves 
and the person they honored. 

Like the sharing of positive events in H.I.P.E. ses-
sions (introduced in Lesson 1.7), expressing grati-
tude should not be a one-time activity but rather a 
practice that is integrated into classroom life on an 
ongoing basis. 

2.8 Recognizing Character Strengths
The study of character and human potential is as 
old as literature itself. Early philosophers such as 
Plato and Aristotle have pondered the meaning of 
life, moral virtue, and the capacity of humans to 
influence their communities and society in positive 
ways. In recent years, character education — the 
intentional development of core ethical values such 
as respect, responsibility, fairness, and compassion 
— has re-emerged as an important component of 
public-school education (Beland, 2003). Charac-
ter development has long been the focus of many 
private schools.

Character is developed through observation of 
positive role models, repeated practice, and reflec-
tion—the basic elements of Social Learning Theory 
(Bandura, 1976, 1985). By understanding positive 
character traits and identifying individuals who 
embody them, students are more likely to want 
to acquire these traits themselves. Acting in good 
character often leads to positive results and serves 
as natural reinforcement for continuing to act this 
way in the future. 

Identifying one’s current character strengths, the 
key traits that define one’s attributes and behav-
ior, is a good place to start. In this lesson, students 
identify five of their character strengths and have 
two others — a class partner and a family member 
— identify five traits for them as well. This can be a 
powerful experience for students, and, for many, a 
happy surprise as to how often the same positive 
traits are attributed to them by others. In getting 
recognition for their character strengths, students 
gain a new appreciation for their positive attributes, 
an increased desire to display and “live up to” these 
strengths, and a boost to their self-esteem. Many 
teachers testify that this lesson positively affected 
classroom climate. 
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2.9 Building True Happiness
Adolescence is a time when students are figuring 
out who they are, what they want, what they have 
to offer, and where they fit. Due to the influence 
of the media and their peers, teens often place 
too much importance on looks, clothes and other 
possessions, popularity, and power. It is also a time 
when they are eager to try out new experiences in 
their quest for self-discovery and pleasure. It is easy 
to confuse satisfying these desires with true hap-
piness. This can lead to the hedonic treadmill: seek-
ing pleasures (possessions, thrilling adventures, 
mind-altering substances, sex) to elevate one’s level 
of happiness, then as feelings of happiness begin to 
fade, seeking another pleasure in order to regain 
their feelings of happiness.  This cycle continually 
repeats itself, unless the person decides to get off 
the treadmill. 

This lesson opens with an age-old, provocative 
question: Can money buy happiness? After a phil-
osophical chairs debate, students learn that re-
searchers who studied life satisfaction in different 
cultures around the world found that people in poor 
countries report less life satisfaction than people in 
more developed countries, but people in countries 
that are neither poor nor wealthy report as much, or 
more, life satisfaction than people in wealthier coun-
tries (Seligman, 2002). Similarly, lottery winners say 
they are very happy initially, but after a brief time 
they report being no happier than they were before 
they won the lottery (Brickman et al., 1978).  And 
some winners continue to buy lottery tickets – a 

clear example of the hedonic treadmill.  

True happiness has to do with tapping our human 
potential—i.e., being productive, experiencing 
growth, developing meaningful relationships—
and having a deep sense of satisfaction in various 
aspects of our lives. Unlike a fleeting high, true 
happiness is longer lasting and more meaningful, 
providing us with sustenance in the face of adversi-
ty. This is why many people who are in tune with the 
type of work they do—people who have frequent 
and sustained experiences of “flow” on the job—re-
port feeling more satisfied at work than they do 
on vacations that focus on more-passive forms of 
entertainment (Csikszentmihalyi,1998). 

Students are encouraged to develop the Four C’s 
of happiness: choice in making decisions that affect 
them, connection to others, competence in what they 
do, and contribution to family, friends, communi-
ty, and society. From these ingredients, they can 
fashion a Happiness Project, inspired by a book 
of the same name (Rubin, 2009). By planning and 
recording when and how they apply the four C’s and 
noting the effects, students can avoid the hedonic 
treadmill and begin to experience a sense of deep 
satisfaction and true happiness.  

2.10 Outsmarting Media Advertising
Now that students have explored what leads to 
greater life satisfaction, it is helpful to contrast this 
with what the media say will make them happy. 
The media are a pervasive influence in our country, 
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especially on young people. On average, adoles-
cents view approximately 25 hours of television per 
week—and, as a result, are exposed to nearly 700 
TV commercials in a week’s time, not to mention the 
number of ads they see in magazines, on billboards, 
and on the Internet (MarketingCharts, 2013). 
American corporations spend billions of dollars a 
year appealing to the adolescent market. 

Unfortunately, advertisers are selling more than 
just clothes, soft drinks, or cars; they are selling a 
lifestyle. The models selected to appear in ads are 
typically glamorous, carefree, and fun-loving, par-
ticularly if they are engaged in high-risk behaviors 
such as drinking or dangerous driving. Young people 
(and adults, for that matter) are often unaware of 
the unconscious influences of advertising cam-
paigns on their beliefs, attitudes, and emotions. In 
broadcasting the “beautiful life,” ad campaigns often 
leave people feeling unsatisfied with themselves 
and their lives. 

It is important to prepare young people to sift 
through these messages and recognize the effects 
on their thoughts and emotions. In this lesson, 
students will be introduced to common marketing 
techniques. They will also practice using the CLEAR 
Critical Thinking Strategy to interpret, evaluate, 
and draw their own conclusions about media mes-
sages. Much too often, we rely on first impressions, 
without reviewing our assumptions or looking for 
evidence that backs up marketing claims. At first 
glance, an ad for a car may look like an invitation to 
a glamorous, exciting lifestyle. Upon closer inspec-
tion, it becomes clear that there is no evidence sup-
porting this conclusion. When students re-evaluate 
their initial impressions, they gain new insights into 
how advertising affects their thinking and behavior.

In adolescence, the challenge is to 
develop a solid sense of identity. Ex-
ploring careers and colleges extends students’ 
identity development to exploration of what 
they might do and be in life. Lessons 2.12– 
2.13 require Internet access and a laptop or 
computer for each student.

2.11 Forging Your Identity
Psychologist Erik Erikson was fascinated with how 
we develop our sense of self. His research found 
that people go through eight stages of psychosocial 
development, each with new challenges and goals. 
In adolescence the challenge is to develop a solid 
sense of identity — to define personal, professional, 
and social goals; to formulate a distinct and unique 
personality; and to recognize how we are similar to, 
and different from, others (Erikson, 1968). 

In this lesson students compare the outer labels 
people might have for them with how they perceive 
themselves. After reading a passage from Zora 
Neale Hurston’s “How It Feels to Be Colored Me” 
(1928) on the effects of inner and outer labels on 
self-perception, students create their own “Zora 
Bags”, which they present in class. By laying out the 
contents of the bags in one space, as suggested by 
Hurston, students can see aspects of themselves 
as individuals as well as the common threads they 
share with others. Teachers can model this activity 
by preparing a Zora Bag for themselves beforehand 
and sharing it with the class.   

2.12 Exploring Career Options
What do you want to be when you grow up? This is a 
fun question in elementary school, but becomes 
more pressing when students enter high school. 
Suddenly their grades, extracurricular activities, 
and academic standing become part of a permanent 
record that will ultimately determine their future 
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options. When students have at least a general idea 
of what they want to do in life, they are more likely 
to see their high school education as relevant, and 
worthy of their effort and diligence. 

At this point in the curriculum, students should 
have explored their financial goals and ideal lifestyle 
(1.13), what they are curious about (1.16), their 
character strengths (2.8), what leads to deep satis-
faction in life (2.9), and their identity development 
(2.11). These should give them some ideas on career 
fields that would be interesting for them to explore. 
For students who have already chosen a direction, 
this exploration will provide more information for 
consideration and planning. 

Students will each need access to a computer in 
order to search the online Occupational Outlook 
Handbook (United States Department of Labor, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics). This career exploration 
tool provides information on different fields with 
several different occupations in each. For each 
occupation the Handbook provides a work de-
scription, median pay, entry level education, work 
environment, number of jobs nationally, and job 
outlook. Students can easily explore a number of 
occupations in the time provided. It is helpful for 
teachers to be familiar with the site and model an 
occupational search in class. 

It is also beneficial to remind students that while 
financial stability is important to physical, mental 
and emotional health, it does not ensure a personal-
ly rewarding life. Daniel Goleman, author of Working 
with Emotional Intelligence (1998, p. 106), speaks to 

the importance of finding pleasure and satisfaction 
in one’s work: “When people kept a journal of how 
they felt while they performed a range of tasks 
throughout the day, one result was clear: They felt 
better doing work they loved rather than work they 
did only because they were rewarded for it.”

2.13 Planning for College  
Once students see the benefits of graduating from 
high school and pursuing a college degree or a 
technical certification, it is best to start planning for 
this goal early in high school. This lesson identifies 
college acceptance criteria and preparatory steps 
students can take at each high school grade level. 
A group activity that students enjoy is “Think Like 
a College Admissions Officer,” which provides a 
real-life look at how to create a positive picture of 
themselves and their strengths and abilities.

College acceptance criteria, e.g., what tests are 
required, is evolving.  Be sure to check online and/
or with a school counselor for current requirements 
before presenting this lesson.

Creating an inspiring life goal creates 
a purpose for doing well in school and an 
orientation to the future. Lessons 2.14 – 2.16 
present the Five Phases of Achievement and 
delineate researched-based strategies for set-
ting and achieving short- and long-term goals.

2.14 Envisioning Your Future  
Students may enter high school with high hopes 
about their future but may not be fully aware of 
what it takes to meet their long-term goals. One 
student may dream of playing professional basket-
ball but not have the grades to be eligible to play in 
high school. Another student may want to go into 
medicine but not take the preparatory courses or 
pursue extracurricular activities that will lead her or 
him in that direction. And every year, numerous stu-
dents assume they will graduate from high school 
but don’t take advantage of academic supports (e.g., 
tutoring, special prep courses) that would help them 
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succeed in their coursework and pass high school 
exit exams. 

This lesson introduces the Five Phases of Achieve-
ment, which delineates the steps for goal setting 
and attainment, and focuses on the first two phases: 
Dream and Wish. In the Dream Phase, students 
project themselves into the future and picture their 
personal life (family and friends), their work (voca-
tion) and a personal interest (avocation). They are 
encouraged to follow their passion, think big, and 
aim high. Research suggests that people who follow 
these criteria in setting goals, are more successful 
in reaching them than people who set goals they 
don’t feel strongly about and that have a low bar for 
achievement (Halvorson, 2010). In the Wish Phase 
students say what they would want to do or be if a 
genie granted them any wish in the world. Stories 
of genies usually include the consequences of not 
being specific enough with a wish, so students are 
encouraged to sharpen their focus. 

Taking time to envision and plan for a “future self” 
can encourage students to take on the stewardship 
of their present life (Mayer, 2014). To help them 
in this endeavor, students participate in a writing 
exercise in which they envision themselves at three 
different points in the future: at age 20 (Will they 
have graduated high school? Be in college or technical 
school?), at their 10-year high school reunion (Where 
will they be in their career? In their private life?), and at 
age 65 (What will others say about them as a person 

at their retirement party?) Afterwards, they discuss 
their visions with an Achievement Team, a group of 
their peers they will continue to work with to help 
set their goals.

2.15 Setting Life Goals  
The second in the goal-setting trilogy, this lesson 
introduces the third and fourth phases of achieve-
ment: Goal and Mission. In the Goal Phase students 
commit to a “FAB” Goal and take responsibility for 
it. FAB stands for Follow your passion (i.e., choose 
your goals freely, rather than to please others, and 
love what you do), Aim high (i.e., create a goal that 
will make you stretch yourself and feel like you 
accomplish something), and Be specific (i.e. word 
it so it says exactly what you want to accomplish). 
Students are asked to select a “life goal” – what 
they want to do in life and the person they want to 
be. If students do not know what they want to do, 
teachers can encourage them to choose a field that 
interests them. 

In the Mission Phase, students create the step-
ping stones (smaller goals) that lead to a life goal. 
These include the academic and work experience 
benchmarks required by their chosen profession or 
occupation. A highlight of the lesson is creating a 
Mission Map which illustrates the stepping stones 
to their life goal, along with inspiring quotes and 
character strengths they will need along the way. 
After sharing these in class in a “museum walk” 
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and with their family, students are encouraged to 
hang the map in their room. Research shows that 
these types of visual cues help people to persevere 
towards their goals (Halvorson, 2010). 

As students go on their mission, their life goal and 
stepping stone goals may change. When they get 
to college or trade school, or work in the field, they 
might find a career path that they like better. A 
person who at first wanted to be veterinarian may 
find they want to work in a wild animal sanctuary or 
start a pet daycare, or work in another field entire-
ly. This is an example of “one door opening many 
doors.” They won’t get to those doors unless they 
start moving in that direction. 

2.16 Going on a Mission

The fifth and final phase of achievement is the Ex-
pectation Phase. In this phase the goal is in sight but 
to achieve it takes focus, effort and perseverance – 
skills and traits introduced previously (Lessons 1.16 
and 1.17). This lesson introduces strategic thinking. 
Students explore when to use “why thinking,” i.e. 
when setting goals and for renewed inspiration 
when the going gets tough to help keep their “eyes 
on the prize”. In contrast, “what thinking” is used 
to decide exactly what needs to be done to reach 
their goal. They will need both types of thinking but 
should apply them strategically (Halvorson, 2010).

The best “what thinking” avoids vague language 
such as “study more” and is clear and precise, e.g., 

“study for three hours a day.” In addition, students 
should decide when and where they will do it: “I will 
study in the library from 3-4 pm and in my room 
from 7-9 pm, Monday through Thursday.” By making 
their steps specific and habitual, they will be less 
likely to be pulled off course. 

In this phase students can also benefit from re-
searched-based strategies for exercising self-con-
trol. While people have long been exhorted to 
avoid negative thinking in order to achieve a goal, 
research suggests that predicting and targeting 
obstacles and temptations actually helps in over-
coming them (Oettingen, 2014). Potential setbacks 
are expected, so students will be better prepared 
for dealing with them. Other guidelines include 
“catching control” by hanging out with goal-orient-
ed students, avoiding situations that continually 
test their will power, stopping before they start 
an off-track activity, and enlisting the support of a 
friend or mentor. 

Becoming proficient in key study 
skills is more meaningful when students have 
goals they care about. Lessons 2.17 – 2.18 cov-
er how to prepare effectively for tests using 
strategies that help students master academic 
material as well as strategies that promote 
social, emotional, and physical health. 

2.17 Preparing for Tests – Part 1  
This lesson compares and contrasts study meth-
ods students commonly use to prepare for 
tests— underlining and highlighting, self-quizzing, 
and re-reading material. Research suggests that 
self-quizzing is the most effective study method. 
(Dunlovsky et al., 2013).  Self-quizzing can involve 
using flash cards, answering study questions in a 
textbook, and/or covering class notes and answer-
ing questions or explaining keywords written in 
the margins. Students do an experiment that helps 
them to draw this conclusion for themselves; this 
will take minor preparation on the part of the teach-
er but is worth the effort. 

Students not only need study strategies, they also 
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need a plan for pacing their studying. On a weekly 
basis they should review class notes and skills. As a 
test nears, they should schedule two to three ses-
sions for a systematic review of the course material. 
The PQRST Study Method provides an easy-to-re-
member sequence of steps for this purpose: 1) 
preview the material; 2) develop a list of study 
questions; 3) read the assigned reading looking 
for answers to the study questions; 4) say aloud or 
write down answers to the study questions; and 5) 
test themselves by answering the study questions 
without looking at the notes or reading (Staton,  
1982). 

Good study practices extend beyond the test. Stu-
dents benefit from conducting a post-test review 
to evaluate what strategies worked and what skills 
they need to work on.

2.18 Preparing for Tests – Part 2 

This lesson uses a “tanks” metaphor to illustrate three 
sources of academic success. Depending on the study 
plan and strategies they use, students can either fill 
or drain their “Knowledge Tank.” Similarly, little sleep, 
unhealthy food and drink, and exhaustive workouts 
can drain their “Physical Tank,” while getting healthy 
doses can fill it. And students can drain their “Emo-
tional Tank” through arguments and excessive stress, 
and fill it with healthy relationships and emotional 
management. Discussing and providing healthy 
snacks – blueberries, mixed nuts, chocolate – adds an 
element of fun and support for students. 

Students’ ability to draw on their 
inner resources has more to do with 
success than any test-prep strategy. Lessons 
2.19 – 2.20 drive this point home by focusing 
on developing an internal locus of control in 
students.

2.19 Taking Full Responsibility  
Previous lessons have underlined the importance of 
invoking character strengths such as perseverance 
and using failure as a tool for learning and growing 
(Lessons 1.15 and 1.16). Every difficulty in life, large 
or small, presents us with an opportunity to turn 
inward and draw upon our submerged inner re-
sources. This lesson looks at obstacles that life can 
throw at students. One example involves making up 
for a minor misstep, while the other involves over-
coming years of hardship in order to attend college. 
What they each have in common is the willingness 
of those involved to take responsibility for their 
attitude and behavior, and how this willingness 
inspires care and support from others. This can be 
an inspiring lesson for students who have a lot to 
overcome in order to succeed in life. 

2.20 Fighting Off Victimitis 

“Victimitis” is urban slang for a propensity to see 
oneself as a victim of circumstances – that what 
happens in life is generally beyond our control, that 
the cards are stacked against us (Urban Dictionary, 
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2015). This medical-inspired term implies that 
thinking of oneself as a victim is like a virus which, 
when voiced often enough, infects our attitude and 
behavior in negative ways. You might call this a form 
of negative attributional bias. 

We can help inoculate ourselves from victimitis 
by studying the lives of individuals who found 
strength and meaning in refusing to see themselves 
as victims. This lesson highlights the lives of Viktor 
Frankl, a Holocaust survivor, and Nelson Mandela 
who fought apartheid and spent 27 years in South 
African prisons as a result. One of Mandela’s many 
journal entries from his years of incarceration cited 
the impact of the poem “Invictus,” written by Wil-
liam Ernest Henley (1888). Mandela often recited 
this inspiring poem to himself to help him endure 
privation and hardship; it can have a strong impact 
when read aloud and in unison in class.  

A note of caution: It can be detrimental to imply 
that any student is infected with the victimitis virus, 
or label them as such, whether spoken to the stu-
dent or to others. Rather, victimitis is a concept for 
students to consider in assessing their own thinking 
and as a source of inspiration to become a more 
autonomous and self-driven person.  
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