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Lesson # R2 Risk Factors Overview          Time: 50 minutes 
 
 

Overview 
This session encourages young people to look honestly at risk factors that can be obstacles to thriving.  Young people are introduced 
to the Risk Factors Wheel, and they improvise skits that showcase risk factor definitions and how risk factors get in the way of goals. 
Young people discuss the “I Don’t Care Attitude” after watching a clip of Freedom Writers.  The lesson concludes with young people 
identifying a risk factor to eliminate and an initial action step.  
 
For most young people, “just say no” has not been an effective strategy in helping them address risky behavior. That statement can 
suggest it is just a matter of desire and “You are a bad person if you do this”. This session encourages youth to look honestly at their 
own risk factors, and they participate in a discussion about risk factors that can be obstacles to thriving.   
 
Youth need to see how risk factors have great power to impact their dreams. When people adopt risky behaviors, they are often 
strategies for survival, not for working towards their full potential. This lesson encourages young people to consider risky behaviors 
from the lens of a doctor talking about a disease.  If someone you love has a bad disease, you don’t want to get that disease and yet 
you still love him/her. Youth are encouraged to view those who promote risk factors in the same way. In the disease model, 
eliminating just one risk factor reduces the likelihood of becoming “ill”. Similarly, eliminating one personal risk factor increases the 
youth’s likelihood of reaching his/her dreams.  
 
In many lives, the family or environment is a risk factor over which the youth has no control. If this is the case with a youth, help 
him/her navigate the situation, so that young person does not shut down because his/her family is considered “bad”. As simple as it 
may seem, this discussion has the potential to completely free up youth to begin eliminating risky behavior. 
 
When adults understand the specific dreams that young people hold, and some of the obstacles that they are experiencing in pursuit of 
their dreams, adults can help youth navigate the obstacles and realize their full potential.  
 

Objectives  
By participating in this lesson, young people will: 

1. Identify risk factors in their family, friends and community, using the lens of a medical model.  

FOR GROUPS
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2. Understand the impact risk factors have on one’s life, in terms of reaching goals and living up to one’s full potential. 
 
3. Develop a plan for addressing and eliminating risk factors in their lives, to optimize chances of reaching dreams. Plan includes 

using one’s strengths and resources to tackle the challenge. 
 

Anchor Vocabulary 
•    Thriving – moving towards being all you can be (we call that full potential)  
• Risk Factor - The possibility that something is likely to result in danger, something unpleasant or unwelcome. A Risk Factor to 

thriving is an obstacle to being all you can be. 
 

 
Risk Factors - strategies for survival, as distinct from thriving. Risk factors move youth away from reaching for full potential.  

1. Unhealthy Family/environment – Households or communities with unhealthy behaviors.  Of this list, this is the ONLY risk 
factor in which young people have no control. 

2. Destructive Language – Words that hurt, harm or demean. Precursors to violence. 
3. Discrimination – Devaluing others because their race, age, gender, culture, class, disability or sexual orientation is different.  
4. Guns/Weapons – Instruments used to harm or kill oneself or others.  
5. Drugs - A substance that causes addiction, destructive habits, or marked change in consciousness - often connected to crime. 
6. Alcohol - A substance that causes addiction, destructive habits or marked change in consciousness. 
7. Valuing Things Over People – A willingness to allow people to suffer in order to get material goods. 
8. Fearship – A relationship with someone who leads you to danger and/or away from your dreams. 
9. “I don’t care” Attitude – An attitude that masks feeling powerless about something that you DO care about. 

 

Materials & Media  
• Thriving Indicators Wheel and Risk Factors Wheel 
• DVD clip: Freedom Writers 
• Handout: Personal Risk Factors List  
Options: 
• Handout: Risk Factors In the Way… (Optional method of delivering lesson content.) 
• Handout: Tasi’s Story  
• Pocket License  
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Lesson Outline Lesson Description 

 
ENROLL 
(2 min) 

Welcome 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Enrollment 
Question 
 
 
 

Build relationships with students as they walk in the door.  Build relationships with young 
people as they arrive.  Use Four-At-The-Door! (Name, eyes, hand, heart) 
 
Say: 
• Today, let’s talk about risk factors that get in the way of thriving— or being all you can be. 

We’ll talk about risk factors, do some skits and watch a movie clip. 
Ask: 
• What does the word “risk” mean to you? (Answer: The possibility that something is likely to 

result in danger, something unpleasant or unwelcome.) 
Say: 
• Risk factors are obstacles that get in the way of being all you can be—or thriving.  

EXPERIENCE  
(24 min) 

Introduction of 
Thriving and 
Risk Factor 
Wheels  
(2 min) 
 
Youth Skits: 
(Instructions: 1 
min) 
 
 
Design of skits 
(4 min) 
 
 

Facilitator passes out Thriving Indicator and Risk Factor Wheels. Young people review the 
wheels, and each group develops a skit to illustrate a risk factor.  (Note: If young people ask about 
the label “Fearship” on the wheel, share that it’s a subject about “true friends” and for another 
day.) 
 
Say:  
• Let’s look at the Thriving Wheel and it’s companion, this Risk Factors Wheel.  Think about 

whether you have some risk factors or you know people with risk factors.  
• These aren’t all the risk factors. You may struggle with a risk factor not listed on the wheel.  
• Form groups of ___, and I will assign a risk factor to each group.   (I’ll have drugs and alcohol 

as one combined risk factor for this activity.) 
• Spend a short 4 minutes designing a two-minute skit (“improv”) that illustrates what you think 

the risk factor means, why it’s in the way of thriving, and perhaps even ways you might stay 
away from it. 
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Performance &  
(12 min) 
Transitions 
(5 min) 

 
Risk Factor Skit: 
Facilitator assigns one youth group to each factor. (In 50-minute lesson, cover six factors: 
Combine Drugs and alcohol; leave out “I Don’t Care Attitude” because it’s covered with movie 
clip; and leave out Fearship, which is covered later, in the curriculum.) 
Factors in the wheel that are covered in the skits: 
• Family/environment  
• Destructive language 
• Discrimination 
• Guns/weapons 
• Drugs & Alcohol 
• Values things over people 
 
Groups perform six 2-minute skits.  
(If short on time, groups can pair up and share with each other. Therefore each group plans one 
skit and sees one skit of peers.)   
 

LEARN & 
LABEL 
(3 min) 

 
Comparison 
with Disease 
Model  
 

Facilitator draws a comparison with disease.  
Ask: 
• What are risk factors for heart disease? (Answers: Familial health history, smoking, not 

exercising, poor diet, etc.) 
• How do you know this? (Answers: Doctors, family, reading, internet, TV, “just know it”). 
• What are benefits of knowing the risk factors for a disease? (Answer: By knowing the risk 

factors for a disease, we can take action to prevent the disease and improve the chance of being 
healthy.) 

• How do doctors discover risk factors for something? (Answer: Experts study people with a 
certain disease over a long period of time to see what factors they have in common.) 

Say: 
• If people close to you have heart disease or diabetes, you still love them, right? You can love 

someone who has a disease, or a risk factor, and still not want to get the disease yourself. 
That’s an important concept. 

Ask:   
• If someone is already at risk or suffering from a disease, what happens if you add additional 
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risk factors? (Answer: If someone smokes (risk factor 1), eats an unhealthy diet (risk factor 2) 
and doesn’t exercise (risk factor 3), they have a much greater chance of getting cancer, 
diabetes and/or heart disease. Increasing the number of risk factors is ALWAYS dangerous.) 

 
 
GET PERSONAL 
(5 min) 

 
Self-Reflection 
about Risk 
Factors 

 
Facilitator passes out the handout for writing personal risk factors. 
Say: 
• Write in risk factors for yourself, on this worksheet.  
• Now, number the risk factors in the order in which they most affect your lives. (One being the 

biggest issue, number 9 being the least issue.)  
• You can list multiple risk factors with the same number, if you feel they are equally present or equally 

absent.   
• If you do not struggle with a Risk Factor listed, you can write N/A for not applicable.  
• Please list other risk factors not listed on the wheel if you have them, such as difficulty saying 

“no” to peer pressure.   
Ask: 
• Now that you have your list. What, if any, can you control? (Answer: Unhealthy 

Family/Environment is truly the only one out of your hands.) 
Facilitator encourages youth to acknowledge that they have a choice in the other risk factors. “You 
can’t do anything about the family you are given, if it’s an unhealthy one, but you can do 
everything about the family you create.”  

 
Have each youth share his or her two highest risk factors with their elbow partner.  Alternatively, a 
youth may choose to share the highest Risk Factors, in his or her community.  
 
Say: 
• Once you can pinpoint the risk factors that have the most power to block your dreams, it is up 

to you to begin to eliminate them.  No one can do this for you. You must want it for yourself, 
and then make sure you find those who can support you.  

 
Facilitator has the young people brainstorm what they can add to their lives when they eliminate 
risk factors. (e.g. Join a sport or club, get involved at church or local non-profit, find friends with 
similar, positive interests, etc.) 
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Say: 
• I invite you to talk to me outside of this session, if you’d like help connecting with resources – 

at school or in the community – to help mitigate/eliminate a risk factor in your lives.  
 
Facilitator makes the connections where appropriate.   
  

DEMONSTRATE 
(11 min) 
 

Video Clip: 
Freedom 
Writers 
(4.57 min.) 
 
 
Movie as a 
Mirror 
 
 
 
Frame Clip 
(2 min) 
 
 
 
 
Group Debrief 
(3 min) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Show Video Clip from Freedom Writers  
Clip can be the mirror that helps youth reflect on their own lives. 
 
Say: 
• We’re going to now watch a clip from the movie, Freedom Writers.  
• There is a difference between watching a movie for entertainment and dissecting a movie to 

learn powerful lessons from others. We’re going to use the movie as a mirror that may show us 
ourselves.   

Facilitator introduces the movie by asking the young people to raise their hands if they have seen 
Freedom Writers. One young person gives the class a brief synopsis of the movie.  

Say:                                                                                                                                                    
When watching the movie clip, consider which Risk Factor the students are trying to remove and 
how they removed it.  

Debrief (small groups): Write questions on board or flip chart.   
Say: 
• In your small groups discuss…  
Ask: 
• What was the risk factor showcased in this clip? (Answer: “I Don’t Care Attitude”.) 
• What caused the youth to eventually eliminate the risk factor?  

So What?  

• Why is it important to replace risk factors, with something positive in your life? 

Facilitator brings the groups back together and shares one or two points. 
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Self-reflection 
(20 sec.) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Say: 
• Now, take the time to think about a risk factor of your own, that you’d like to eliminate. The 

risk factor doesn’t have to be on the Risk Factor Wheel.  I’ll give you about 10 seconds to 
come up with one.   

• When that risk factor is eliminated, what is a positive thing you enjoy doing that could replace 
that risk factor, in your life? (Allow another 10 seconds.) 

Say: 
• Sometimes change comes slowly, and we make mistakes.  
• Sometimes we feel like we are stuck with our risk factors forever. Yet, each day is new; we 

have incredible potential to learn, change and improve. (Apply a growth mindset!)  
 

REFLECTION 
(5 min) 

Risk Factors 
Self-Reflection 
(2 min.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Development 
of intention to 
eliminate one 
risk factor 
(3 min.) 

Facilitator asks young people to reflect on this quote: 
 “What you spend your time doing, is what you get good at.” – a proverb 
(Option: Use Risk Factors Reflection handout to encourage this reflection. The full handout may 
need extended time.)   
Ask: 
• Would someone read this quote? 
• How does this quote relate to our discussion on risk factors? (Answer: The more you do a risk 

factor, the better you get at that risk factor pattern. “You strengthen the disease.”) 
 
Facilitator asks young people to visualize through writing (journal, poem, word web) or drawing 
what their life will look and feel like when this risk factor is eliminated.  
Say: 
• Please write or draw what your life will look and feel like when this risk factor is eliminated. 
• Think about what will be different. When this “disease” is gone, how will you be “healthier”? 

Think about the thriving indicator(s) you will you have grown and how you’ll be further along 
towards your dreams.  

 
Facilitator asks young people to write down the first step they will take.  
Say:  
• Now write down your first step and all the details of how and when you’ll take that first step. 
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Think about resources you can use to help you.  
• Now go do that step and let’s check progress next week.     
• Thank you for a great session together! 

 
 
More Options: 
• Use the Risk Factors In the Way reflection handout. This handout, developed by the Y: Silicon Valley, walks youth through a 

similar lesson path and it worked well with middle school youth.  
• Tasi’s Story. Young people read the story and remove one or more risk factors in the story. Then they read the story again and 

envision how it would be different without that risk factor. 
• Weave this focus on risk factors into the Destination Postcard goals, of the young people.  
• Develop a Pocket License for youth to write down a goal and some action steps. Just a piece of paper in a pocket can serve as a 

“pocket reminder”.  
 
 
____________________________ 
 
Developed by L.I.P with support from Thrive Foundation for Youth. Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommerial-Share Alike 3.0. U.S. License. 2010. This 
document can be shared and adapted by users for educational, non-commercial purposes.  


