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Set the parameters and let the youth lead.  Goal plans, especially transition plans, are only 
successful when they are what the youth wants and needs.  Creating a goal plan FOR a youth 
will not help that youth buy in to the process.  Instead, by discussing the purpose of the goal 
plan with the youth and then turning over the planning process to them, you can support them 
as they commit to their own life plans…as it should be.   

Break big goals into smaller goals with deadlines.  Getting into trade school or college is a 
very big goal.  It starts early and requires a great deal of work.  Instead of listing the big goal 
and the timeline as two years out or “ongoing,” it’s better to break down the goal with the youth 
into 6 month pieces.  Therefore, you can build momentum towards the bigger goal by 
completing smaller goals along the way.   

Challenge perceptions and expectations but make sure to do it in a respectful way.  We 
all know how it feels when someone tells us one of our ideas or goals is stupid or impossible.  
Youth in the child welfare system are especially sensitive to those types of comments because 
of their history of planning efforts with professionals.  Your job is to challenge the youth to think 
critically about their goals but not to shoot them down.  Whether or not they can accomplish a 
goal is able to be tested – use that testing process to eliminate goals that are not attainable.   

Unrealistic goals are powerful teaching tools.  We’ve all worked with the 5 foot 4 inch youth 
who is not a particularly good basketball player but is convinced that he will be joining the NBA 
(National Basketball Association.)  The “NBA goal” is a perfect example of how to use a 
potentially unrealistic goal and turn it into an opportunity to explore action steps.  If a youth 
wants to be in the NBA, they must first play college basketball.  Thus they must join the 
basketball team and apply to college in order to achieve their ultimate goal of playing in the 
NBA.   

These are not YOUR goals.  This is not YOUR life.  The most passionate and dedicated 
social worker still goes home at the end of the day.  You may be able to think of a better goal for 
a youth to work on but the goal plan is ultimately the youth’s plan.  It is your responsibility to 
support the youth in exploring his goals, holding him accountable for course corrections and 
helping with necessary resources.   

When handled correctly, mistakes, missteps and outright failures can produce incredible 
successes.  Experience, especially for teenagers, is often the best teacher.  When a youth is 
unable to achieve a goal or has to choose a different goal, it’s important to review what worked, 
what did not work and what the youth would do differently the next time.  Sometimes, youth may 
not be ready to discuss this when you are ready to discuss it.  However, it is important to set 
expectations in the beginning of the process that allow for this type of discussion, review and 
monitoring of goal achievement.   
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