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Helpfulness  
 

Grades 6-8 
 

Segment Summary: 
 
 
Rene Cowan makes her friendship a foundation for help and support for those in need.    
 
Rene Cowan has always been a dependable friend.  She opens up her home and her heart to those who need to unload 
their problems, regardless of the time of day.  Rene says she often hears her friends complain that life isn’t worth it or that 
they are all alone because nobody loves them.  After a girl she knew committed suicide, Rene decided to take her gift for 
helping others to the next level.  She now reaches out beyond her circle of friends to help those who need guidance.  
Assisted by her friends, she takes the initiative and offers her counsel to peers who seem despondent or depressed.  She 
has even created a written pact with her friends, each of them vowing to respect themselves and to seek help if they feel 
that life is hopeless.  Rene says the pact is a reminder to her friends that she will always be there to help and guide them 
through life’s rough patches. 

 
Discussion Questions: 
 

1. What characteristics does Rene possess?  What about her friends who signed the pact? 
2. Have any of your friends ever approached you with problems similar to the ones featured in the video segment?  

What did you do to help them?  Was your help beneficial?  Explain. 
3. Do you know someone who has tried to commit suicide?  What were the circumstances?  Did you recognize any 

warning signs?  If so, what were they? 
4. What kinds of outside resources are available to help you counsel a friend in need?  
5. If one of your friends asked you for help, would you know when to suggest to your friend that he or she might 

need professional counseling? 
6. Why is it so important that Rene and her friends are taking the initiative to talk with other teens who seem like 

they might need help?   
7. Would you feel comfortable talking with strangers about their problems?  Could you get past your personal 

feelings to help someone else?  Why or why not? 
8. How would you react if one of your friends asked you to sign a pact similar to the one Rene’s friends signed?   
9. Do you think that Rene’s friends who signed her pact would really call her if they were feeling depressed?  Who 

can you talk to about your personal problems?  Do you feel better after talking to this person?  Why or why not?   
10. What are some things you do to help your friends?  Are you able to make yourself available for your friends 

whenever they need to talk?   
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Vocabulary Words and Definitions: 
 
Benefit (v.)  
Definition:  giving a person advantages or improving his or her life in some way 
Context:  The students collected donations in order to hold an auction benefiting the homeless. 
 
Domestic (adj.)  
Definition:  relating to family relationships and life at home   
Context:  Cheryl feels nervous when she attends a formal function as opposed to spending time with 
friends in a domestic setting.        
 
Dynamics (n.)  
Definition:  the way in which people behave, react and affect each other   
Context:  The family dynamics changed when Uri’s mother became ill, forcing Uri and his siblings to do 
more chores around the house.       
 
Emphysema (n.)  
Definition:  a serious disease that affects the lungs, making it difficult to breathe   
Context:  As a result of having smoked for 20 years, Carleton has emphysema and experiences 
breathing difficulties most of the time. 
 
Helpfulness (n.)  
Definition:  care or help provided to a person to make his or her life easier 
Context:  Because of Krystal’s helpfulness, many of the children she tutors are improving their grades. 
 
Incapacitated (adj.)  
Definition:  being too sick or weak to live and work normally 
Context:  John helps around the house because the car accident left his mother incapacitated. 
 
Paralysis (n) 
Definition:  the temporary or permanent loss of the ability to move all or part of a person’s body  
Context:  Erin will spend her life in a wheelchair because a bullet that struck her spinal cord caused 
paralysis.  
 
Public servant (n.)  
Definition:  someone who works for the government, especially someone who is elected   
Context:  Vincent, a local police officer, considers himself to be a public servant.    
 
Self-sacrifice (n.)  
Definition:  the act of doing without things a person wants, needs or cares about in order to help 
someone else   
Context:  Janie’s self-sacrifice is evident when reviewing the amount of time she spends helping young 
mothers. 
 
Suicide (n) 
Definition:  the act of killing oneself 
Context:  A therapist helped prevent Natasha from committing suicide by reminding her of how much her 
family and friends would miss her if she took her own life.      
 
 

 
 
 

Source:  Longman Advanced American Dictionary.  Harlow:  Pearson Education Limited.  2000.
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Activity: Self-Sacrifice 
 
Objectives:    

Students will be able to  
 Identify personal and parental responsibilities in the home 
 Examine how current responsibilities would change if a parent were incapacitated  
 Analyze the amount of self-sacrifice needed to help various domestic situations 
 Explore the relationship between helpfulness and self-sacrifice in the home 
 Compose a multi-paragraph summary describing the relationship between helpfulness and self-

sacrifice in the home 
 
Materials:     

 Pens, pencils 
 Paper 
 Self-Sacrifice worksheet 
 

Procedure:     
 

1. Begin this activity by asking your students to define the term “self-sacrifice.”  Share a personal 
example of self-sacrifice, and then have your students discuss some of their own personal 
examples of self-sacrifice.  *This can also begin as homework by posting to an online discussion 
board and uploading your personal reflection.  

 
2. Explain to your students that sometimes when a parent or sibling becomes incapacitated or ill, 

other members of the family must make adjustments that may include sacrifices.  Ask your 
students to provide examples of sacrifices that family members might need to make when a loved 
one becomes ill or debilitated.   

 
Examples:  receiving less attention from your parents due to the illness, dedicating more of your 
“free time” to helping the family, spending less money due to medical costs, not inviting friends to 
visit as often, etc.   

 
3. Explain to your students that they will examine how their lives would change if a parent were 

suffering from a long-term illness, such as emphysema or cancer.  Students will analyze the types 
of sacrifices they would need to make and the amount of helpfulness they would need to 
contribute.  

 
4. Distribute the Self-Sacrifice worksheet.  Have your students write five personal domestic 

responsibilities that they currently assume and five freedoms that they have.   
 
Examples of domestic responsibilities:  taking out the trash, cleaning the kitchen, folding 
clothes, etc.   
 
Examples of freedoms:  being allowed to stay out until 11 p.m., visiting friends’ homes, going to 
the mall on weekends, etc.   

 
5. Instruct your students to write five responsibilities that their parents currently assume.  Then, tell 

your students to imagine that one of their parents develops a long-term illness.  Students will 
decide how they would help their family by taking on their parents’ five responsibilities.  Students 
will also analyze how these new responsibilities would affect their lives and the types of self-
sacrifices they would need to make in order to benefit the family. 
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6. When your students complete the worksheet, assign them to use the writing process to compose 

a multi-paragraph summary in which they will address the following points: 
 

 Ways in which they would help their family due to the illness  
 Types of self-sacrifices they would make in order to help at home 
 Ways in which their lives would change due to making the self-sacrifices 
 Manner in which the family dynamics would change as a result of the illness 
 Methods of coping with the changing family dynamic 
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Self-Sacrifice 
 

Name: _________________________ 
 
Directions:  Imagine that one of your parents is incapacitated due to a long-term illness, such as cancer 
or emphysema.  Fill in the charts below to conclude how your life would change and the types of self-
sacrifices you would have to make.  When you finish, write a multi-paragraph summary in which you 
answer the questions at the bottom of the page.   
 

Five responsibilities I 
currently have at home are … 

Five ways I currently help at 
home are … 

Five freedoms I currently 
have include … 

1.  ____________________ 1.  ____________________ 1.  ____________________ 

2.  ____________________ 2.  ____________________ 2.  ____________________ 

3.  ____________________ 3.  ____________________ 3.  ____________________ 

4.  ____________________ 4.  ____________________ 4.  ____________________ 

5.  ____________________ 5.  ____________________ 5.  ____________________ 

 
Imagine that one of your parents becomes ill. 

 

Five additional 
responsibilities I would have 

to assume at home are … 

Five additional ways I would 
have to help at home are … 

Five freedoms I               
would have to sacrifice 

include … 

1.  ____________________ 1.  ____________________ 1.  ____________________ 

2.  ____________________ 2.  ____________________ 2.  ____________________ 

3.  ____________________ 3.  ____________________ 3.  ____________________ 

4.  ____________________ 4.  ____________________ 4.  ____________________ 

5.  ____________________ 5.  ____________________ 5.  ____________________ 

 
 
If one of your parents became ill … 
 
Use the writing process to compose a multi-paragraph summary that will answer the following questions: 

 
 How would you help your family due to the illness?  
 What types of self-sacrifices would you have to make in order to help at home? 
 In what ways would your life change due to the self-sacrifices you would have to make? 
 How would your family dynamics change as a result of the illness? 
 What are some coping methods you would use to help you deal with your changing family 

dynamic? 


