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Some Effective Catechetical Tools

Brief Session Explanation

Being a catechist for young adolescents can be daunting, especially when the youth tell you they are there only because their parents made them attend! This session gives catechists some insights and tools they need to actively engage the young people in learning. The key is using methods that make learning enjoyable, relevant, and contagious!

Objectives
At the end of the session, the participants will be able to

· understand the difference between passive and active learning

· explain what helps young adolescents learn best and why

· identify and utilize elements for effective storytelling and presentations

At a Glance (50-60 minutes)
A. Welcome and Introductions (5 minutes)
B. Active Versus Passive Learning (25-30 minutes)
C. Effective Storytelling (10-15 minutes)
D. Closing Prayer (10 minutes)
Materials and Preparation Needed
· For each participant, make a copy of the following:
· Catechist Tip Sheet 2, “Active Learning and Faith Formation” (copy from the Coordinator’s Manual or print from the Catholic Connections Web site)
· Catechist Tip Sheet 3, “Effective Storytelling” (copy from the Coordinator’s Manual or print from the Catholic Connections Web site).
· Handout A, “In Thanksgiving for God’s Many Gifts”
· Make enough copies of Resource A, “Team Directions,” and cut as indicated so you have one set of either “Ones” or “Twos” team directions for every six to eight people.

· Make enough copies of Resource B, “Gifts,” so that when cut into slips, each participant receives one slip. Place the slips of paper in a small basket on the prayer table, along with a Bible and a cross. If you expect more than twenty-five participants, you may want to use two baskets.

· Gather the following supplies:

· a deck of playing cards (if more than 35-40 participants you will need an additional deck of cards)

· several sheets of 8 ½ x 11 plain white paper for recording group responses

· several pens for group work

· several index cards for group work

· enough Bibles for half the participants to have a Bible

· newsprint  and markers

· masking tape

Session Steps
A. Welcome and Introductions (5 minutes)
1. Welcome the group, and if they don’t know one another, ask them to share their name and role in the program.
2. Ask the participants to silently identify something they have learned in the past few months. Remind them that we learn things in many different ways, and call for a sampling of the various ways they’ve learned something new. Examples might include reading, watching someone else do it, watching a video, listening to a presentation or book on tape, trial and error, apprenticeship with a mentor, and so on.

Explain that this session explores how young adolescents learn best and introduces some practical tools to help them become effective catechists.

B. Active versus Passive Learning (25-30 minutes)

1. Divide the group into teams of about six to eight people. Designate half of the teams as “Ones” and the other half as “Twos.” Give each team the corresponding team directions from resource A.

2. Direct the teams to begin working together to follow the directions given to their team.

3. After about 15 minutes, call the two teams together. Explain that both teams were learning about the Body of Christ, the Church. Suggest that learning methods generally fall into one of two categories: active learning or passive learning. The first team was using an active learning method, and the second team was using a more traditional, passive learning method. Invite volunteers from both teams to share their immediate reactions to their learning experience.

Facilitate a brief discussion, using the following questions:

· Which approach better reflects your experiences of religious education as a young person?
· What do you remember about those experiences?

Which approach do you think would be more effective in reaching young people today? Why?

4. Distribute Catechist Tip Sheet 2, “Active Learning and Faith Formation,” to all the participants, and give them a few minutes to read it. Discuss the characteristics of active learning. Use the following questions as a guide:

· 
What are some reasons that active learning would appeal more to young people than would traditional, passive learning? 

· 
Will some young people resist or be threatened by elements in the active learning approach?

· 
What are the major challenges for teachers with the active learning approach?

Why might it be easy or tempting to fall back into using a passive learning style?
5. Summarize with the following points:

· 
Adolescents learn best about faith and the spiritual life from interactive, authentic, personal experiences. 

· 
Through games, role-plays, simulations, and hands-on activities, the learner is engaged on a number of levels.

· 
The activities in a session take time, and sometimes they are noisy and chaotic, but they are critical to the active learning process.

· 
Through active learning, religion moves beyond mere memorization—teachers become facilitators of learning, students become explorers of meaning, and faith is brought to life!

· 
The point of active learning is not simply for the young people to have fun. An effective catechist uses active learning to make explicit connections between Church teaching and Gospel values and the young people’s experience. 
C. Effective Storytelling (15 minutes)
1. Introduce this segment with the following comments, in these or similar words:

@
Part of what makes faith come to life is sharing the stories of our lived faith. As Catholics we are storytellers at heart. For centuries we have passed our faith from one generation to another by telling the greatest story of all, the story of salvation.
@
Jesus was the ultimate storyteller, capturing the attention and imagination of anyone who would listen. If we want our sessions to come alive with genuine passion and enthusiasm, we must tell stories—stories of our encounters with God, stories of living as disciples of Jesus Christ, stories of how our own faith has been shaped by others.
@
Some stories may be funny, some sad or even embarrassing. Each story has the power to ignite the spiritual imagination of the young adolescents  .  .  .  if told well!

2. Ask the participants to recall a time when a person, perhaps a speaker, told a personal faith story that deeply touched them. Ask them to silently consider the following questions:

· What exactly was it about the experience that impressed you so much? 

· Was it the story itself? 

· Was it how the speaker told it? 

Was it the connection of the story to your own life experience?


Ask the participants to share aloud the key elements that seem to be present when a speaker’s personal faith stories move the listeners. Record their responses on newsprint.
3. Distribute Catechist Tip Sheet 3, “Effective Storytelling.” Review the section titled “Hints for Sharing Your Stories.” Highlight the connections between the hints listed and the key elements the participants just identified.
4. Summarize by reminding the participants of the following points:

· The hints for good storytelling apply to presentations as well.

· Facilitating meaningful prayer experiences also involves elements of good storytelling.

· Young adolescents will be riveted to a story or presentation that is shared in a clear manner, that is authentic and spoken with passion, and that they can relate to their lives.

· Being prepared and practicing always improves the delivery.

· In hearing our stories, young people will learn that they too have wonderful stories to share.
· Each time a story of faith is told, the Good News is proclaimed once again.

D. Closing Prayer: In Thanksgiving for God’s Many Gifts (10 minutes)
1. Distribute a copy of handout A to each person. Call for a volunteer to read the Scripture passage, and give that person a Bible. Explain that during the closing prayer, each prayer litany will be read by a different person, and ask the participants to simply read the next prayer if it is their turn.


If possible, gather the group around a prayer table on which is placed the Bible, a cross, and a basket with the “gift” papers from resource B.

2. When everyone is ready, begin the prayer, taking the role of leader unless you have asked someone else to do so.

3. When the prayer is finished, pick up the basket and explain that each slip in the basket has written on it a spiritual gift. As you pass the basket, invite each participant to take one slip of paper. Suggest that they ask the Holy Spirit to help them determine if the gift they receive is (a) one they have, and perhaps they are being asked to share that gift with youth in a special way, or is one they lack, and they are being asked to seek and appreciate it in someone else who has it . . . perhaps even a young person.


Whichever the case, request that they spend some time in the coming weeks reflecting on the gift they received and its place and purpose in the Body of Christ.

Option: Invite the participants to share a sign of peace with one another as they depart.
Team Directions

“Ones” Team Directions

1.  Give each person on your team two or three playing cards. Build a two-story card house as a team, with each person adding one card at a time. If the house collapses, you must begin again.

2. After about 7 minutes, stop and as a team briefly discuss the following questions:

· 
What helped you complete your task, consider both skills and attitudes? 

· 
What made the task difficult?

· 
What were some of the feelings group members experienced during the process?

 
How did you feel in the end?

3. After discussing these questions for a few minutes, give someone in the group an index card and pen, and ask him or her to record the group’s responses to the following question:

· 
What does building a card house have to do with life and living as the Body of Christ, as Church, today? [Some possible answers: each person has different cards, but all are equally important to the common goal; the choices individuals make have an effect on the whole group; working together can be both fun and frustrating; when things go wrong, it helps to work together and try again; different talents are needed at different stages: creativity, patience, encouragement; everyone doing a little together can get a lot accomplished.]

4. After you have made your list, ask a team member to read aloud 1 Cor. 12:12-20. As a team, make some connections between the Scripture passage and the activity you have just completed.

cut here--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Twos” Team Directions

1. Give each person on your team a Bible. Ask someone to be the recorder and give your recorder a piece of paper and a pen.
2. Have everyone on your team look up 1 Cor. 12:12-20 and quietly read it. After everyone has finished reading the passage, discuss the following questions and have the recorder write down your responses:

· What is Saint Paul saying about the Body of Christ?

· How is the Body of Christ designed to function, or how will it work best?

· What does it mean to live as the Body of Christ, the Church, in the world today?



In Thanksgiving for God’s Many Gifts

Leader: Let us begin in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Scripture reading: 1 Corinthians 12:4-8

Leader: God, our creator, you give us all good gifts . . . the beauty of creation . . . the joy of friends . . . the support of a faith community . . . and the comfort of family. We especially thank you for the gift of your Son, Jesus, who shows us the way, the truth, and the life. We ask that you help us appreciate and use our gifts to nurture the faith of the young people you have placed in our care. Our response to the prayer litany will be “Thank you, God.”

[Take turns reading the following prayer litany.]

For the gift of laughter, which can bring joy in times of struggle. We pray . . .
For the gift of patience, which allows us to relinquish our schedules to God’s time. We pray . . .
For the gift of kindness, which helps us offer assistance in simple and small ways that make a big difference. We pray . . .
For the gift of compassion, which opens our hearts to the suffering of others and extends our hands in service. We pray . . .
For the gift of hope, which allows us to see the possibilities instead of the problems. We pray . . .  
For the gift of peace, which moves us beyond conflict to community and contentment. We pray . . .
For the gift of faith, which nourishes our soul and strengthens our spirit. We pray . . .
For the gift of love, which gives us the power to forge relationships and heal a hurting world. We pray . . .

Leader: 
Gracious God, 

We ask you to send your Spirit to guide us 


as we journey in faith with the young people. 

We thank you for the privilege that is ours, 


and offer our prayer with the prayer that Jesus taught us: “Our Father . . . ”


Gifts

 Copy this page and cut the gifts apart where indicated.
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Resource B:  Permission to reproduce is granted. © 2009 by Saint Mary’s Press.





Resource A:  Permission to reproduce is granted. © 2009 by Saint Mary’s Press.





Handout A:  Permission to reproduce is granted. © 2009 by Saint Mary’s Press.
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