Leading A Small Group
Discussion With
Middle Schoolers




Keep the main thing in mind.

Your goal for small group time is not to get through all of the questions. Your goal
is to develop a supportive, caring community of middle schoolers and leaders
who all want to follow Jesus

There is nothing wrong with always
starting by sharing highs and lows.

You do not necessarily have to always start this way, but it's okay if you always
take this route! Middle schoolers are often eager to share about what's been
going on in their lives and this activity helps leaders gain insight into what is
happening with students. That being said, don't let this take up the entire time.
Get into the meat of the questions at some point.

Focus on Day-to-Day Application

While theological and philosophical discussion is interesting and may create a
sense of depth, try to push students to talk about following Jesus in their day-to-
day life. For example, it's one thing to talk about the Bible's definition of
forgiveness. It's another thing for a student to wrestle with how they are going to
forgive their friend who hurt their feelings last week.



It's okay if your discussion is not
always serious or on-topic.

Zany, off-the-wall conversations are fun every once in a while. It's okay to laugh
and have fun together as a small group!

Need advice? Don’t know what to
do?

Staff members are always available to help, but consider asking a more
experienced volunteer for their advice or opinion on something. There are many
gifted middle school small group leaders with lots of experience leading small
group conversations!

Watch out for students who tend to
dominate the conversation.

Even if they are simply eager to contribute, some students lack self-awareness
and don't realize they are dominating. You need to put up gentle boundaries and
create space for quieter students to participate. Put a rule in place-tell the
students that everyone can only answer three answers throughout the night, not
counting sharing highs and lows at the beginning. This helps provide guardrails
for students who dominate. If a student answers two questions and raises their
hand to answer a third question, you can ask them, “Do you want this to be your
third answer?



Everyone shares.

It's best if everyone in the group talks at least once during each night of small
group! Some students want to share but they are slower processors. This is not a
signal of a cognitive deficiency; it's just how some people are wired.

Utilize the provided questions as a
starting point for your conversation.

But feel the freedom to go off-script and follow rabbit trails. Guiding middle
school small group discussion is an art, not a science. You get to decide when to
go off-script and when it's time to bring the conversation back to the original
topic. Sometimes it's best to follow the rabbit trails. Other times, it's better to stay
on-topic. As a leader, over time you can develop discernment in choosing which
path to take.

Touch base.

It may help to briefly touch base with your co-leaders before small group time
and determine who is going to be the main leader guiding the conversation, and
who will serve in a more supportive role. Try to rotate who is guiding the
conversation from week to the next



It's okay to not have all the answers.

If a student asks a question and you don't know the answer, don't make one up.
Set an example by admitting to them that you don't know. You can ask another
volunteer, bring the question to a staff member, or research the answer on your
own. But if you tell a student you will get back to them with an answer later, you
should actually follow through on that

Rarely ask a question and let it hang
in the air with long silence.

Often ask a question to a specific student. Example: DO NOT DO THIS: (To the
entire group) “What is a change that someone wants to make in their life?” DO
THIS: “Cal, what is one change that you want to make in your life?

Save your softball questions for
new students or shy students.

Don't put a kid who doesn’t want to talk on the spot with a challenging question.
You can ask new and shy students softball questions like “What is your favorite
sport?



Correction.

If students are being distracting, you can gently try to correct them in front of the
group. If that doesn't work, try correcting them one-on-one. If that still doesn't
work, get a staff member involved

Train wrecks.

Some small group discussions are going to feel like a train wreck. It happens to
every middle school small group leader occasionally. It's okay; push on. If you
are starting to think that every night is a train wreck, please reach out to a staff
member.

You are not alone.

Remember that you have the Holy Spirit in you. He will guide your thoughts and
words in the direction of God's glory. Lean into the Spirit as you prepare and lead
your middle schoolers.



