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S ix Billion Paths to Peace Philosophy 

We live in an interconnected world.  

The actions of people around us, impact us everyday.  In the same way, 
our actions impact those we live near, shop with, drive next to and work 
with.  On a global level, what we do on one continent, impacts others.  
What happens to one species, affects others.

As humans our lives are linked by stories that connect to each other.  
We have experiences and histories that are individual and idiosyncratic, 
but there is a shared essence.  Regardless of our differences, we are all 
impacted by birth, death, illness, aging, and a desire for happiness.

Six Billion Paths to Peace is an effort to inspire people to focus on our 
interconnectedness and reflect upon the individual contributions that 
each of us are making to a more harmonious world.

It is easy to feel overwhelmed or hopeless by the suffering, violence or 
war going on in our world.  The antidote is to take action and notice that 
there is much you can do to bring about a more harmonious world.

Each of us has a choice.  You can turn away and ignore the challenges.  
You can react to challenges with anger and frustration; or you can ap-
proach challenges with an attitude of service.  Choosing to see the world 
from the perspective of service creates the possibility of great joy and 
peace.  

Like a ripple in the water, each tiny act of peace reverberates out into 
the world expanding the experience of peace for all of us.

Just as an act of violence sends out shock waves effecting everyone 
around, so too does an act of peace.

Six Billion Paths to Peace represents the idea that it is possible to in-
spire new reverberations of peace if we each step up and investigate 
our daily actions and make a commitment to offer our unique contri-
butions to the world.

Our motto, What’s Yours? invites people to contemplate how they are 
going to contribute to peace.   



    Reflection for Middle School Youth

“Service with reflection can be a powerful way.....”



R eflection for Middle School Youth

These reflection cards have been developed as part of the Six Billion 
Paths to Peace initiative to help young people engage in reflection about 
who they are, how they think about service, and how they can bring about 
peace.  Although they have a particular focus on middle school youth, they 
are relevant for a wide range of young people.

Middle school is a unique time of growth and development. In its study New 
Roles for Early Adolescents, the National Commission on Resources for 
Youth strongly recommends that schools develop programs which enable 
students to: 

Test and discover new skills.

Develop a sense of competence, an “antidote to the self doubt of this 
period.”

Socialize and try out different roles.

Be exposed to a variety of role models, adults who represent different 
backgrounds and occupations;

Speak and be heard, so they can make a difference;

Test their developing morality and value structure in authentic situa-
tions;

Have tangible or visible outcomes, either of a short-term nature or 
divisible into clearly defined stages.

Share in decision-making within appropriate parameters.1 

Service activities with reflection can be a powerful way to cultivate these 
areas of development. In this booklet you will find a sampling of reflection 
activities that will reinforce them.  Each activity here has been tested at The 
Blake School in Minneapolis, MN.   

1  Taken from the National Service Learning Clearinghouse,  http://www.servicelearning.org/
instant_info/online_documents/getting_started/middle_school_integration/index.php



Little
 Reminders 

about  

Reflection 



Focus on Identity.  A key piece of work for young people this age is to 

figure out who they are.  “Emotional and psychological development is 
characterized by the quest for independence and identity formation.  It is 
a time when young adolescents seek their own sense of individuality and 
uniqueness.” 1 (Knowles & Brown, 2000)2 .  In the area of moral and ethical 
development, they are developing the capacity to make principled choices 
and making decisions about what it is they believe.     

Remember this time of rapid 
growth can be a scary time for 

introspection.  There are so many 
changes during this period of life 
- physical, hormonal, social and 
intellectual.  In asking, “Who am I?” a 
young person may find that one day 
they are confident, happy, feeling part 
of a group and the next day complete-
ly the opposite.  You may need to ask 
questions such as, “What do you hope 
for in the future?” to ease the pres-
sure on a young person.  The good news about this rapid change is that it is 
leading toward greater capacities.  It is the time of greatest growth for the 
pre-frontal cortex since early childhood – which means they are on their way 
to making connections between all kinds of things in their world.

1. Caskey, M. M., & Anfara, V. A., Jr. (2007). Research summary: Young adolescents’ developmen-
tal characteristics. Retrieved [4/1/08], from http://www.nmsa.org/Research/ResearchSummaries/
DevelopmentalCharacteristics/tabid/1414/Default.aspx

2. Caskey, M. M., & Anfara, V. A., Jr. (2007). Research summary: Young adolescents’ develop-
mental characteristics. Retrieved [4/1/08], from http://www.nmsa.org/Research/ResearchSum-
maries/
DevelopmentalCharacteristics/tabid/1414/Default.aspx

Little Reminder About Reflection Activities



Young people may need reminders 
not to Judge, and just to Notice.  As 

young people are trying to figure out who 
they are, often they are trying to figure it 
out by naming what they are not, or not-
ing the flaws of others while dismissing 
their own.  This is a natural process, but 
there is a way to do it that is not harmful 
to others.  It is a good time to incorporate 
scenarios that prompt an exploration of 
fairness, justice and equity (Scales).1 

S hift modes for reflection.  In general, 
it is helpful when the vehicles for 

reflection are varied regardless of age 
group.  Think about how you might get 

young people moving, making art, poetry, journaling, working with one 
other partner, developing small circles of trust that meet fairly regularly, 
talking one on one or in groups, being quiet alone, or walking.  Putting 
thought in the right vehicle for reflection can make all the difference.  

Don’t underemphasize the importance of downtime.  Often referred to 
as, “the hurried child”, many middle school students are tremendously 

over-programmed.  Given that, more is often less.  There is often great 
pressure to succeed – academically, athletically, and socially.  They often 
have a hard time picking and choosing, and still think they can do it all.  You 
may find that with downtime what young people want to do is fulfill some 
basic needs of sleeping, eating or exercising.  Don’t be too quick to judge or 
dismiss these needs – they are vital to this stage of life.  

1. Caskey, M. M., & Anfara, V. A., Jr. (2007). Research summary: Young adolescents’ developmen-
tal characteristics. Retrieved [4/1/08], from http://www.nmsa.org/Research/ResearchSummaries/
DevelopmentalCharacteristics/tabid/1414/Default.aspx

Little Reminder About Reflection Activities



Help young people to see they can be their own person and part of a 
group.  A key question most young people this age are struggling with 

is “how can I be my true 
self and be a contributing 
part of a group”?  They are 
starting to see themselves 
as individuals and they 
are exploring non-com-
pliance.  Asking questions 
like, “Why is that true?  
Why do I have to do this?”  
The hope is that at the 
end of this stage they can 
be true to themselves, 
and part of the group. This initiative, Six Billion Paths to Peace, is an easy 
way to show that young people can be their own stone, and part of a path 
with others too.  

Be aware of the impact of your presence as an adult figure.  
There are several things of note in terms of young people and adults at 

this stage of development.  One is that they may elevate the importance of 
a non-parent adult.  As they are striving towards independence, they still 
very much value and know they need the guidance of the adults in their 
life.  This heightens the importance of modeling for adults working with 
middle school youth.  At the same time, you may find instead of emulating, 
they are rejecting you or other adults as they are trying to find their way.  
Keeping steady, remaining neutral and creating a safe space where a range 
of emotions can be expressed during a reflection activity is critical.   

Little Reminder About Reflection Activities



“Who am I?” Photo Wall

exercise



W ho Am I?  Photo Wall 

Use the example here to create a piece of paper on which students can 
post a  picture of themselves, or of something they love, in the middle.  
Around the photo they list the following:

Name

School

Two words that my good friend would use to describe me…

My grandparents came from…

One way that I nourish my spirit is…

The most memorable place that I have visited is…

One hope that I have for this gathering is…  

Then post around a room or on a wall and have each student check out the 
wall.

exercise



Who is your hero?

exercise



W ho is Your Hero?

Show a short clip from a movie in which there is someone that you, or 
your students consider to be a hero.  Then invite your group to talk in 
small groups about this person and who they think of when they think of 
personal heroes.

exercise



   “Going in a Circle” Reflection

exercise



G oing in a Circle” Reflection

Invite your group to stand and move around the room as phrases of 
this poem (or another chosen which relate to the them) are spoken.  A vari-
ety of voices should read the phrases and other students should be prepared 
to model moving dramatically throughout the room while the rest of the 
group finds it’s way to move in a way that dramatizes the phrases.

After the reading and movement, invite students to reflect on the following 
questions:

How did it feel to move to the words?• 
Was there a particular phrase that meant a lot to you?• 
Was there a phrase you have a question about?• 
Did you notice anything about yourself in this process?• 
How might going in circles relate to your life today?• 

 O you who are going in circles,
Please stop.
What are you doing it for?

“I cannot be without going,
because I don’t know where to go.
That’s why I go in circles.”

O you who are going in circles,
Please stop.

“But if I stop going,
I will stop being.”

O my friend who is going in circles,
You are not one with
This crazy business of going in circles.
You may enjoy going,
But not going in circles.

“Where can I go?”

Go where you can find your beloved,
Where you can find yourself.
                                                                               -Thich Nhat Hanh
      

exercise



            My Roots are...

exercise



M y Roots Are…

Inform students that this is a poetry exercise but one they don’t need to be 
perfectionist about – it should be more like a free-write where they let there 
thoughts go back to the roots of their childhood.  Explain that sometimes we 
need to refuel or get energy when we are tired, reflecting on our roots is one 
way to bring the energy of our childhood forward so we can use it today.  

During this writing exercise, think back to your childhood and bring in the 
smells, the taste, the feelings, and the surroundings of  your youth.  Give 
each person a blank piece of paper and let them know each line will begin 
with, “My roots are…”  When the group is ready repeat the first phrase “My 
roots are…” and invite them to keep writing until you call their attention 
back to the group.

You can offer promts after each sentence such as:

1. Favorite foods, smells or holiday traditions
2. Names of relatives, friends or pets
3. Memorable places, vacation spots or locations in your home

If you feel students need inspiration, share this poem or make up your own 
to share:

My roots are a tire swing on the big tree in our yard.
My roots are digging mud pie.
My roots are egg rolls and spare ribs.
My roots are sitting around the kitchen table my dad made.
My roots are bringing my grandmother raisin toast when she was sick.
My roots are hiking in the woods with my brothers.

After the exercise, invite students to share either in small groups or with the 
whole group.

exercise



            Stepping Stones

exercise



S tepping Stones

Give each students a large piece of paper.  Instruct them to write one way 
they have given or received service on the paper.  Then have students place 
the piece of paper, “stones” all over the room in a way that people can walk 
from one stone to another (maybe a crazy path of interwoven paths).  Next 
invite students to walk the path and find one that they are drawn to today 
(maybe it inspires you, maybe it makes you think, don’t question too much, 
just find one that seems to call out to you.).

When everyone has found a stone, invite them to sit down on it for a mo-
ment and invite a large group discussion on the following questions:

What stone did you pick?  Why?
What might this have to do with your life right now?

exercise



      What’s important to me?

exercise



W hat’s Important to Me?

Give all students a piece of paper and instruct them to write 6-10 words on 
the paper that answer the question, “What’s important to Me.”  Then let 
them know when you say, “Go,” all will flip their papers over and show oth-
ers in their small group of five.  They should be instructed to Notice and not 
Judge what they see.  (A short discussion about judgment versus noticing 
may be appropriate before this exercise.)  

exercise



           My Path to Peace

exercise



M y Path to Peace

Gather a pile of stones and lay them in the center of a table or room.  Let 
students know they will be asked to complete the following statement, 
“Today, my path to peace is… and someday, I hope…”  Explain that the 
first part of this statement might related to a very everyday kind of action 
– how you will treat your mom, help a student, talk to a teacher, etc.  The 
second part is all about the vision they have for the world – may include 
something like hoping that everyone has a decent meal to eat, or that a 
new tree is planted every time one is cut down, or something about how 
students will treat each other.  Give them a few minutes to think about or 
write out their statements.

Then gather the group in a circle around the stones.  Invite them to take a 
stone and then, one by one, move around the circle as they state out loud 
their path to peace.

exercise



exercise

Building Community 
and 

Finding Connections 



B uilding Community and Finding Connections

Get young people into groups of three.  Invite them to find all the things they 
have in common with each other.
They can think about any aspect of their life – where they live, their interests, 
when they were born, what they care about, experiences they’ve had in the 
past.  You may want to do an example yourself with a few other adults and share 
it as an example to get then going.

In the diagram below:

Section “A” is a list to things that are in common between Person 1 and Person 2
Section “B” is the list of things that are in between Person 2 and Person 3
Section “C” is similarities for Persone 1 and Person 3
Section “D” is things that everyone in the group has in common

Once the group has a chance to create their diagram, invite them to notice:

Where there any sur-
prises in your circles?

What does this 
show you about our 
connections in this 
group?

exercise

A
Person 1 Person 2

Person 3

C B

D



         Inside/Outside Boxes

exercise



I nside/Outside Boxes 
Purchase or collect enough small boxes (roughly 6”) so that everyone in the 
group will have a box.  They may look very different from each other.  They 
can be round, square, oblong, oval, etc.  Bring as much decorating materials 
as you can gather: markers, crayons, glue, colored paper, stickers, pictures, 
magazines, feathers, beads, buttons, ribbon, magazines, visual images that 
are symbolic (animals, designs, objects), etc.

Then give the following instructions to the group:

“Decorate the outside of the box to represent the way other people see you 
– your external strengths, the way in which you may be misunderstood, etc. – 
and the inside of the box to represent the way you see yourself – your hopes, 
fears, dreams, desires, your essence or core.  Afterwards, we’ll talk about our 
boxes, but you won’t have to show anyone the inside of your box if you don’t 
want to.”

When everyone has had a chance to decorate his/her box (usually at least 20 
minutes), participants can share them as a whole group, or in smaller groups 
or pairs.  You may want to ask a specific debrief question such as, “What con-
nections do you see between the inside you and the outside you?  How do you 
feel about the inside?   How do you feel about the outside?  

(Teacher’s note: This exercise takes more pre-planning than most, but it has 
been extremely engaging and enlightening for participants.  It is a good way 
to tap into some of the non-verbal parts of ourselves.  It is primarily a tool for 
getting at the split we sometimes feel between our inner and outer selves. )

exercise



The Story of an Object

exercise



T he Story of an Object

Step One

Ask every students to find an object that symbolizes something 
sacred or meaningful to them about their service to others.  

Step Two

Ask them to write or tell a story about it. 

Step Three

Have them share it with a small group of 4-6.  

exercise



Connections can result in greater harmony and joy...

Reflection for Teachers



R eflection for Teachers

Below is a list of reflection questions, followed by possible acts of service or 
practices that we invite teachers to explore.

Creating Harmony within Yourself

Increase you sense of peace by engaging in service in a way that expresses 
your deepest values.  Reflecting on the connections between visible action 
and invisible beliefs, attitudes, values and tendencies will help you see how 
these connections can either result in greater harmony and joy, or lead to 
internal conflict, burnout and exhaustion.  

What are a few of your core values?  
In what ways are your living them out 
right now?
When have your values and actions 
felt in sync? 
 When have they felt out of sync?

Possible actions and practices:
Take a minute to notice • 
what has made you peaceful today. Pass it on to someone else.
Reflect on how you learned about serving others and write your • 
Service Story.
Post an image or quote about harmony in your working or living • 
space to remind you of the universal value of peace.



R eflection for Teachers

Creating Harmony with Others

Investigate your relationships with others and notice how a perspective of 
service can bring about greater harmony.  Harmony between individuals is 
critical to global peace.

What relationships feel like they are 
in harmony?
Where do you sense uneasiness in 
your relationships?

What type of gesture might you ini-
tiate to either increase the harmony 
or decrease the uneasiness?

Possible actions and practices:

Express gratitude to someone you appreciate.• 
Reach out to someone new, or who you don’t know very well.• 
Mend a challenging relationship by reaching out, apologizing or • 
appreciating someone.



R eflection for Teacher

Harmony Among Groups and Nations

Perhaps the most complex level on which to foster global harmony is the 
organizational and institutional.  Engage with others to reflect on common-
alities as humans and discuss possible partnerships that bring about greater 
global harmony through service.

What clubs, groups or communities are 
you part of?

What is one value shared by two or 
more of these groups?

Have you ever been a catalyst to bring-
ing greater harmony between diverse 
groups?

Possible actions and practices:

Suspend your judgment and listen to the history or current hap-• 
penings of an organization or person from a country that you don’t 
know well.
Find a way to remind people in different groups that they share • 
some core values.
Initiate or facilitate a conversation with a diverse group of people • 
to share stories that matter.



R eflection for Teachers

Contemplate your own path to peace

In your effort to help others, what thoughts or actions drain you?  How might 
you change your thoughts or actions so they are less draining?

When have you done things for oth-
ers in a way that gave you energy and 
joy?

Possible actions and practices:

• Commit to a daily act of service (regardless of how small).

Excerpt taken from: National Middle School Association website, and can be 
found at:

http://www.nmsa.org/Research/ResearchSummaries/DevelopmentalCharac-
teristics/tabid/1414/Default.aspx
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More About 
The Six Billion Paths to Peace Initiative

We invite you to learn more about the Six Billion Paths to 
Peace Initiative.  In our web-based Activity Toolbox, there are 
dozens of reflection activities just like these, and we would 
love to add more from you and your school.

Check it out at: www.sixbillionpaths.org



www.sef.org www.blakeschool.org


