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The Big Next: Planning a 
Youth Leadership Retreat 

This Activity Focuses On 

● Getting to know others 
● Group development 
● Appreciating others 

Setting the Stage 

Youth retreats are a wonderful part of 
the work we get to do as youth leaders. 
Retreats are a great way to connect 
with youth, of course, but the planning 
process can provide an opportunity for 
purposeful connection, too. And the 
process is important, since the success 
of your retreat can be determined by 
the level of youth engagement you get 
during the planning phase.  

This activity provides important ideas 
and tips to use when planning your 
retreat. Keep in mind that every 
community is different. Your event 
should be planned around what works 
best for your particular youth group.  

This activity falls under the domain of Action and relates to Core Principle #7: Be 
Passionate. 

To be passionate is to unleash the wild and meaningful life our souls desire — to be in 
the moment-to-moment flow of connectedness to others. It is to live out and share with 
others the energy of being Positive and the gift of being alive. The exercise of Planning 
a Youth Retreat allows young people to Passionately shape their own transformation. 

Duration  
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This activity is designed to be a guide to planning an event, not an activity to be 
completed in 30 minutes. You may need to hold multiple meetings to accomplish all of 
your planning tasks.  

Goals  

Participants will: 

● Plan a Youth Retreat 
● Work together with their Youth Group Leaders 

Materials 

● Science of the Positive (SOTP) Cycle poster 
● Large Post-its or paper 
● Markers 
● Pens 

Getting Ready 

● Display Cycle of Transformation poster where participants can see it. 
● The meeting room should have places for youth to write, like desks or clipboards. 
● Lead the activity using your version of the bold text below.  

Activity 

It’s important to show the students how excited you are about the retreat. The youth will 
notice and become more engaged in the planning process. 

Hello, everyone! Thank you for coming to the youth retreat planning 
meeting. I’m so excited to work together to make it the best retreat ever. We 
want this retreat to be yours, so we need your input on everything.  
 
Let’s begin our planning using the Cycle of Transformation. 
 

SPIRIT: 

- What’s our “why”? Why do we want to hold a youth retreat? 
- What is the main message of this retreat? 

Let the students write their thoughts down or share them aloud. Once you’ve settled on 
your why, help them make sure that everything else you plan supports and reflects it.  

Our first big task is to come up with a theme or purpose of our youth 
retreat. What type of event do we want to have? Examples include: 
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- Youth Leadership Retreat — Will we offer leadership training? 
- Youth Project Retreat— Should we complete a volunteer service or art 

project, such as Photovoice? 
- Youth Training Camp — Should we focus on learning about prevention 

and how to engage people in it? 

SCIENCE: 

Below are some important items for discussion. Allow the students time to talk about 
each one, writing down their answers and helping them move towards a consensus 
decision on each one.  

- Who should attend the retreat? 
- What grade levels should be allowed to attend? 
- What data do we want to share during our retreat? 
- Where should we hold our youth retreat? 

If your group decides on having an overnight retreat there are many options. Look into 
what your area offers. Examples include:  

● Resort with cabins  
● Campground with tents  
● Hotel 
● VRBO 
● School grounds 

What games and activities do you want to include in between learning 
sessions? Examples include: 

- Art corner — a creativity station with markers, paper, other art supplies 
- Ice breaker group games 
- There are great examples of these online 
- Board games / card games 
- Movie night — always a great back-up plan in case of bad weather 
- Bonfire 

Depending on your location, the place you choose for your retreat may offer specialized 
activities (paintball, water sports, a ropes course, etc.). 

Do we want to invite outside speakers, presenters or entertainment? 

- Are there any Coalition members, teachers or other community people 
who can lead a specialized workshop? Example: Coalition or 
community member who could train the youth in Motivational 
Interviewing. 

- Are there entertainers we want to bring in, such as a magician or 
comedian? 
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As the youth leader or coordinator, take a look at who is already involved with the work 
you’re doing, and whether they are trained in certain areas. They might be willing to do 
the training for free or for a small stipend. 

Who can chaperone the trip?  
 
What food and drink items do you want during the retreat? 
  
What do we need to provide at the retreat? 

A folder to give each youth that could include:  

● Agenda 
● Name tags  
● Pens 
● Any paperwork to support session discussions 
● Notepad 

ACTION: 

● Now that your group has talked through the key questions, it is time to build a 
detailed agenda for the event. Looking over all the decisions you made about the 
goals, location, and duration of your event, now it is time to put together a 
detailed agenda. This will let people know what to expect when they sign up and 
help keep all the plans on track.  

● Make sure you don’t overdo the training session schedule. Relationship-building 
is as important as learning, so make sure to create time for both. We recommend 
having two to three sessions a day with group activities around each.  

● It is very important to allow the youth free time to hang out with each other and 
the adults who attend. A lot of great conversations happen organically if you 
create space for them. 

● Make sure to share a rough draft of the agenda with the youth at the next 
meeting. After everyone has had a chance to look over the draft, ask for 
feedback before creating a finalized agenda.  

Below are important logistical items you should take care of, alone or assisted by 
members of the group. 

● Student Permission slips that include a description of the retreat, along with rules 
and expectations for the youth. The permission slip should also include a list of 
items suggested or required for the retreat (sleeping bag, swimsuit, etc.).  

● Permission from the school administration.  
● Transportation arrangements, venue booking, contracts with speakers, and other 

important logistical considerations.  

 

RETURN: 
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Wrap-up: Whether the retreat is one day long or three, a wrap-up/reflection time should 
be built into the schedule. This will give you time to hear how the experience was for 
everyone. You should also create a short evaluation for participants to complete at the 
end of the retreat. 

Variations 

● Partner with a neighboring prevention group or another school group for the 
retreat. This can save money and give your group more options for presenters 
and volunteers.  

● Create two retreats instead of one, for example, one for junior high and one for 
senior high. 

● Designate a youth or adult as the photographer for the retreat. 

Talk About It 

It’s always a good idea to have time set aside at the end of every planning meeting for 
open discussion. Pose this question to the youth: Is there anything else we need to 
think of? 

The Big Next 

● If you still have room to invite others to the retreat be sure to share that on social 
media, school bulletins, etc. 

● Create an event page on a social media site to share the journey of the youth 
retreat as it’s happening. Parents, guardians, and community members will love it 
to follow along with the action.  
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