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ACTIVITY CENTERED THERAPY (ACT) GROUPS:
A THERAPEUTIC MELTING POT

Introduction

PURPOSE OF THE MANUAL

Social workers, psychologists, special education teachers, guidance counselors, and others
who work with children in groups to enhance their coping and social skills are often searching
for a group work model and activities to use. This handbook was created for such purposes.
The purpose of Activity Centered Therapy (ACT) groups is to enhance the social and emo-
tional competency of the members.

CONTENTS OF THE MANUAL

• A review of the theoretical underpinnings of ACT groups.

• Factors to consider when planning for the group, such as: the structure or format of
the group, group composition, and pre-group contact (i.e. the intake process). A
Group Intake Form is included to help you during this planning phase.

• A behavior-modification tool, The Group Meter, for group practitioners who prefer a
cognitive-behavioral approach to behavioral change.

• Important factors to consider when facilitating the group, such as the use of activi-
ties according to the purpose of the group, the developmental stage of the children,
and the developmental stage of group life.

• Methods to evaluate the group to generate information from both the practictioner
and the children’s perspective. These include a Group Note, the Assessment of
Group Member Progress (AGMP), and an activity for the children, called What
Group Has Meant To Me, for use when the group is coming to a close.

• Fifty activities to help group members work on and achieve individual and coopera-
tive goals.
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What Is Activity Centered Therapy (ACT)?

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS

The ACT group work model can be viewed as a therapeutic melting pot, since it draws from a
number of theoretical concepts and frameworks. These include the use of program or socio-
recreational activities in group work, psycho-education, psychotherapy, and cognitive-behav-
ioral therapy.

The Use Of Socio-Recreational Activities In Group Work:

Activity Centered Therapy (ACT) is very similar to the use of programs or activities in
social group work; the central component is the inclusion of group activities. These include
games, arts and crafts, and role-play activities that act as the primary medium in which
individual and group goals are worked on and achieved. Using activities of interest to the
members makes the group more appealing and encourages members to participate.

Psycho-Education:

The ACT group work model integrates psycho-education through the use of activities that
teach children how to identify, express, and cope with complex feelings and life experi-
ences. In addition, the ACTivities help members enhance their self-esteem, social skills,
and problem-solving skills.

Psychotherapy:

After the group completes its activity, during free play the psychotherapeutic process is
integrated into the model. The leader observes the interpersonal or solitary play patterns
that naturally emerge during play, and these observations are used to assess individual
and group development and to evaluate progress toward therapeutic goals. During free
play, for example, the group leader is able to assess group cohesion; the more cohesive
the group becomes, the more likely the members are to begin to include all members in
play.

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy:

The ACT group work model also includes cognitive-behavioral concepts such as praise,
positive reinforcement, and modeling. The leader consistently models desirable social
skills and offers praise to the members as desirable behaviors occur. In addition, a behav-
ior-modification tool, The Group Meter (pages 16-17), can be used if an agency or school
budget allows, as a way to encourage group members to follow rules, express their feel-
ings, work cooperatively, and help each other. A Certificate Of Achievement (page 33) can
be reproduced and presented to each member during the final group session to positively
reinforce their efforts.

The ACT group work model combines a variety of theoretical concepts, creating a therapeutic
melting pot, if you will, in order to provide children with an optimal group experience.
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GROUP NOTE SAMPLE

Group _______________________________  Date/Day/Time ___________________

Leader(s) _______________________ ________________________

Members  Absent _______________________ ________________________

Phase of Group Development (circle one):     BEGINNINGS       MIDDLES       ENDINGS

Write each member’s first name in a circle and select the number(s) from the Participation
Key that represent(s) his/her participation style during the session.

PARTICIPATION KEY:

  1. Quiet

  2. Passive
  3. Catalytic
  4. Uncooperative
  5. Distracted
  6. Defensive
  7. Aggressive
  8. Competitive
  9. Monopolizing
10. Cooperative
11. Attentive
12. Energetic
13. Assertive
14. Supportive

GROUP CONTENT:

Activity Used: ___________________________________________________________

Purpose of Activity:

Member and Group Responsiveness to Activity:

GROUP PROCESS:
(Summarize process themes that emerged in light of group content issues and member par-
ticipation styles notes.)

4th Grade Boys Group                                            10/1/03   1:00 pm

Susan Ciardiello, CSW

Jeffrey P.

Jeffrey R.

(7,3,4)

Jess

(12,5)

Peter

(12,5)

Tyron

(12,10,5)

Gus

(12,5)

Sam

(11,13,10)

Tim

(2,8,10)

 Paper Trail

Engaging, fun and active, start to promote group cohesion

 Activity had to be shortened. Boys could sustain

attention only for one round of play. Left the option to play during subsequent sessions if group desires.

OVER ➞
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ACTIVITIES
THAT PROMOTE THE EXPRESSION OF FEELINGS

Feelings Express

PURPOSE:

To help children identify and understand complex feelings

MATERIALS NEEDED:

For Each Group Member:
� Feelings Express (pages 58-59)
� Pencil
� Crayons

For The Leader:
� Tape
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ACTIVITIES
THAT HELP CHILDREN COPE

The Jar Of Bad Dreams

PURPOSE:

To help children recognize and feel a sense of control over their nightmares

MATERIALS NEEDED:

For Each Group Member:
� Quart-sized jar
� Piece of drawing paper
� Markers
� Blank mailing label

PRE-ACTIVITY PREPARATION:

Collect and clean out used quart-sized jars or purchase an empty jar for each member. Write
on blank mailing labels: The Jar Of Bad Dreams, Name _______ . Attach a label to each jar.

ACTIVITY:

Tell the group members:

We all have bad dreams at times that make us feel scared. It is important to remember
that dreams are not real and can never hurt you. Today, you are going to draw a picture
of a bad dream you have had or still have that sometimes makes you feel scared.

Distribute a jar, markers, and a piece of drawing paper to each group member. Then say:

This is your Jar Of Bad Dreams. Write your name on the label. Then draw a picture of
your bad dream.

When you have completed your drawing, you may show your picture to the group and
allow the group to talk about it. Then put your picture in the jar. Doing this will help you
understand that you can talk about bad dreams, then put them away so you have more
room for happier dreams.

Encourage the children to take their Jar Of Bad Dreams home. They can use it if they have
other bad dreams they want to draw or write about before putting them away.
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NEW PLACES, NEW FACES
SOLUTION PLAN

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________
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ACTIVITIES
THAT ENHANCE SELF-ESTEEM

The People Who Love Me

PURPOSE:

To identify and address the children’s beliefs and feelings regarding the important people in
their lives

MATERIALS NEEDED:

For Each Group Member:
� Paper
� Markers
� Crayons
� Pencil

PRE-ACTIVITY PREPARATION:

None

ACTIVITY:

Give each group member paper, markers, crayons, and a pencil. Then say:

On your paper, make a list of people who love you. (Allow a reasonable amount of time
for children to complete this activity.)

When the allotted time has elapsed, ask for volunteers to share what they have written. Once
the children have identified the people who love them, say:

Turn your paper over and draw a picture of yourself with the people on your list. (Allow
a reasonable amount of time for children to complete this activity.)

Then ask the following questions, pausing after each one for responses:

Have you ever had a disagreement with any of the people you have listed?

How do disagreements make you and the other person feel?
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Facilitate a discussion on this issue. Conclude with the premise that it is normal for people to
sometimes disagree or be angry with each other.

Then say:

It is important that you understand that you can feel angry or disagree with the people
on your list even though you love them.

(Note: A child might ask another group member why he/she did not include a parent or some-
one else on his/her list. This often brings to the surface family issues such as feelings and
fantastic beliefs about absent parents who are emotionally distant or abusive. You may want
to facilitate a discussion about whatever issues arise, concluding with the premise that al-
though parents might not be able to care for their children, it does not mean that the parents
don’t love their children or that the children are not lovable. Tell the children that grown-ups
are sometimes unable to cope with their own problems or take care of themselves. That
makes it hard and, sometimes, impossible for them to care for their children.)

Encourage the children to take their pictures home.
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ACTIVITIES
THAT ENHANCE SELF-ESTEEM

Solution Plans

PURPOSE:

To educate children on the importance of organizational skills

MATERIALS NEEDED:

For Each Group Member:
� Paper
� Pencil

For Each Group:
� Solution Plans (page 104)

For The Leader:
� Solution Plans (page 104)
� Chart paper
� Marker

PRE-ACTIVITY PREPARATION:

Reproduce a copy of Solution Plans for each group.

ACTIVITY:

Tell the group members:

To be able to achieve goals, people need to be organized. What does it mean to be
organized? (List the main words from their responses on the chart paper.)

If not included in the children’s definitions add: planning ahead for things that must get done
(main word for chart paper: Planning Ahead), cleaning up after themselves (Clean Up), ar-
ranging things in categories or keeping them in specific places so they can be found quickly
when they are needed (Categories and Special Places), keeping a list of what needs to be
done (Things To Do List), and handing assignments in on time and arriving to school or places
on time (On Time).

Hold up your copy of Solution Plans and say:
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are the choices you will have. (Pause until the children have had an opportunity to read
the categories or read the categories aloud.) When it’s your turn, you will choose a
category from the list, tell the group which category you have selected, then draw your
favorite thing from that category. As you are drawing, the rest of the group will try to
guess what you are drawing. Once a group member has correctly guessed what you
are drawing, he or she will write your name and the category above or below your
picture. For example, he or she might write something like “Nancy’s favorite sport.”
The person who made the correct guess then chooses a category and draws the next
item. If some of you are not getting enough turns, I will choose the next person to draw.

Continue the activity for as long as time allows, making sure that every group member gets a
turn. When every member of the group has had at least one turn, conclude the activity by
asking the children to look at the poster and identify the favorite things they have in common
with each other.
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If the children do not mention them, add the following reasons: one of you moves away, your
interests change, it is too hard to get along because of frequent disagreements and fighting,
the friend starts to do dangerous things such as using drugs or stealing, a big fight that was
never resolved, and a friend no longer treats you nicely (i.e., ignoring you when you are with
certain friends or in certain places).

Review all of the reasons written on the chart paper. Give each group member a pencil and
the slip of paper with the three questions. Then say:

Think of a friend you have lost touch with or with whom you no longer speak. Write his
or her name on the back of the slip of paper. (Pause for the children to complete the
assignment.) Now turn the slip over. In the first box, write an answer to the question
“What caused this friendship to change or end?” (Allow a reasonable amount of time
for children to complete this assignment.)

The next two questions ask what you liked and didn’t like about this friend. Answering
these questions will help you identify the qualities you believe are important in a friend.
In the middle box, write an answer to the question “What did you like about this friend?”
(Allow a reasonable amount of time for children to complete this assignment.) In the
last box, write an answer to the question “What didn’t you like about this friend?” (Allow
a reasonable amount of time for children to complete this assignment.)

You have identified the kinds of things that break up friendships. You have also identi-
fied the qualities you like and don’t like in friends. Use this list as a reminder of the
qualities you look for when you are making new friends. As friendships change in your
life, add to the list in the same way you did today. Write down what made the friendship
change or end, what you liked about that friend, and what you didn’t like.

Give each group member the second slip labeled A Memory To Cherish. Then say:

Write about or draw a picture of a fun or special memory you have of yourself and this
friend. Then write your friend’s name on the back of the slip.

Give each group member a Time Capsule Of Friends container. Then say:

This is your personal Time Capsule Of Friends. Write your name on the label. Fold up
the memory slip with your friend’s name on it and put it inside your time capsule. This
container is for you to keep as a reminder that friendships change, even the ones with
fond memories. The good memories are the ones you can keep with you and cherish.
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What caused
this

friendship to
change or end?

What did
you like

about this
friend?

What didn’t
you like

about this
friend?

A MEMORY TO CHERISH

✄



119
ACTIVITIES FOR GROUP WORK WITH SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN © 2003 MAR*CO PRODUCTS, INC. 1-800-448-2197

ACTIVITIES
THAT ENHANCE SOCIAL SKILLS: SOCIAL AWARENESS

A Quest For Questions: The Question Box

PURPOSE:

To teach children the importance of asking questions about the things they are curious about
and wonder about in their social worlds

MATERIALS NEEDED:

For Each Group Member:
� Slips of paper
� Pencil

For The Leader:
� Shoebox
� Scissors

PRE-ACTIVITY PREPARATION:

For each group member, cut out a slip of paper about the size of a small index card. Cut a slit
in the lid of the shoebox and use it as a question box throughout the life of the group.

ACTIVITY:

Tell the group members:

Today I am on a quest for questions. What I mean is that I want to know what questions
you have about life, people, family, relationships, friends, school, or anything at all. You
may share your question with the group if you like.

Give each group member a slip of paper and a pencil. Then say:

You are to write your question on this piece of paper. You do not have to put your name
on the paper. First think whether there is anything you have wondered about or would
like to know. It can even be something you think you already know. For example,
children often wonder why parents divorce. When you have written your question, put
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your paper in this Question Box I have made for the group. When all the questions are
in the box, I will read them and we will answer them together. Of course, it’s possible
that we may not be able to answer some of the questions. If there is a question we
cannot answer as a group, we will discuss where or to whom you can go for the an-
swer.

Have the children write their questions and put them in the box. Read the questions and
answer them as a group. When all the questions have been answered, tell the children:

The Question Box will always be out, and I will make sure there are always blank slips
of paper for you to use. During each group session, we will check the box to see if any
new questions have been added. As new questions are added to the box, we will
discuss them and find the answers together.
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ACTIVITIES
THAT ENHANCE SOCIAL SKILLS: SOCIAL AWARENESS

A World Of Difference, A World The Same

PURPOSE:

To teach children the importance of tolerance, acceptance, and appreciation of human diver-
sity

MATERIALS NEEDED:

For Each Group Member:
� Markers

For The Leader:
� Three pieces of chart paper
� Marker
� Masking tape
� Chalkboard

PRE-ACTIVITY PREPARATION:

On the first piece of chart paper, write A World Of Difference. On the second piece of chart
paper, write A World The Same. Use the third piece to write the children’s answers to the
questions you will ask during the activity. Tape the blank piece of paper to the chalkboard or
wall.

ACTIVITY:

Tell the group members:

Today, we are going to participate in an activity about ways people are different from
one another. Take a moment to think about ways in which people are different. (Pause
for a moment.) What are some qualities that other children have that make them differ-
ent from you?
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THE CONTROL TROLL

The Control Troll doesn’t let anyone he plays with
choose which game they’ll play, movie they’ll see,
or which TV show they will watch. The Control Troll
has to be in charge of everything. When people
are with The Control Troll, they never get to have a
say about anything. When he doesn’t get his way,
he grumbles loudly. The Control Troll doesn’t share
his toys or snacks because he wants them all to
himself. He also hates to take turns.

How does being a Control Troll affect friendships?

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________
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ACTIVITIES
THAT ENHANCE GROUP COHESION,

COOPERATION, AND TEAMWORK

Paper Trail

PURPOSE:

To build group cohesion through a group game

MATERIALS NEEDED:

For The Leader:
� Roll of toilet paper

PRE-ACTIVITY PREPARATION:

None

ACTIVITY:

Tell the group members:

We’re going to play a game called Paper Trail. The object is to wrap each member with
toilet paper once, making sure not to tear the paper apart. The first thing you are to do
is to stand in line, from youngest to oldest, at least two feet apart from each other.
(Pause long enough to have the children determine birth order.)

The youngest group member will be the wrapper. Remember, you are only to wrap the
toilet paper around each person once, then go on to the next person. This must be
done without ripping the paper. I will stand at the end of the line and be the last person
wrapped. If the paper rips you must start over. When the youngest person has com-
pleted the task, the next person in line will have a turn. We’ll continue the game until
every one of you has had a chance to “wrap us all up.”

Play the game until each player has had a chance to be the wrapper. You may also include
trees, tables, and chairs. The point is for all group members to be included and to have fun.


