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Studies show that the more students engage with content through writing and journaling, the more they retain, 

understand, and process the information. 

Writing is also an avenue for self-reflection, self-awareness, and contemplation. These processes are critical

for true transformation. 

Before discussion, The Relationship Project prompts participants to respond to questions first by writing about them. 

This gives teens the space to reflect on what they think and feel about the content that they have heard. They may have 

immediate instincts or reactions to the content and follow-up questions, and might be eager to speak about them, but it 

is important that they take a moment and are given the space to really think and reflect. Through this exercise they dig 

deeper beyond their instinctual response and begin to really digest what they are learning.

Writing also gives those who do not necessarily process verbally or those who are quieter, a chance to collect their 

thoughts and feelings before discussing. 

Your teens will likely complain about writing, but in the end (or maybe not until years down the road), they will recognize 

its value. Don’t give in to the whining and complaining!!!

HOW TO NAVIGATE EMOTIONAL OUTBURSTS AND “RED FLAGS” 
In this program, we are inviting teens into open, honest, and deep reflection and conversation. When we offer teens a space 

to share honestly and when we invite them to reflect, we have to be prepared to respond when sensitive information is 

shared or if the reflection raises an intense emotional response.  A teen in your group may share information that raises a 

red flag and will need to be attended to. It is important to pay attention to such statements and to treat them seriously. 

How to handle emotional outbursts

Some of the conversations may bring up intense emotions. For some teens, these conversations may bring to the surface 

tension, pain, sadness, or struggle around the topics being discussed. These emotions may cause different reactions from 

drawing back and closing up to tears and intense crying. These are appropriate responses and need not cause any alarm. 

They should however prompt follow-up actions. 

Pay attention to those who seem to close up, especially if they have previously been very talkative. You may want to 

have a follow-up conversation with them to check in.
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Through your Church, Archdiocese, Metropolis, or administrative headquarters, you are likely 

subject to specific guidelines and procedures on how to respond to red flag situations. Please 

become well versed in the guidelines specific to your church and follow them. And very 

importantly, if you are not the head clergy of your parish, always keep the head clergy in the loop.

Those who are moved to tears, give them the space and time to cry. Tears are healing. Allow the participant to be 

supported by you and the group. A gentle hand on the shoulder, limited words, and a quiet moment are usually best. 

If someone is moved to uncontrollable crying, you may want to invite him or her into the hall and have a follow-up 

conversation in that moment. Do not abandon a participant who is uncontrollably crying. Allowing kids the space to 

share strong feelings is appropriate. Keeping an eye on them and allowing them time to calm down and regroup before 

the small group is finished is important. 

Pay attention for red flags in any follow-up conversation you have in these situations. The conversation may bring some 

deep seeded issues to the surface that need further attention by a counselor or therapist. 

In other cases you may want to advise the participant to come to the church on a separate occasion to meet with you or 

the parish priest and continue the conversation.

Comments that elicit further conversations to determine if a red flag exists

 • Frequent negative self-talk

 • Frequent stories about an unidentified “other person” or “friend” who seem to be harming themselves or in 

    danger [important to identify if they are actually speaking about another person or themselves]

 • Frequent discussion or mention about skipping meals or weight loss

 • Frequent dark or depressing commentary  

What is a “red flag” statement?

 • When a participant either implicitly or explicitly indicates they are experiencing physical abuse

 • When a participant either implicitly or explicitly indicates they are experiencing emotional abuse

 • When a participant either implicitly or explicitly shares tendencies of self-harm

 • When a participant either implicitly or explicitly shares thoughts or plans of harming others

How to respond to “red flag” statements

Mental Health First Aid USA offers the following steps for adults who work with youthwhen they findthemselves in a 

situation where a red flag is communicated:

 • Assess for risk of suicide or self-harm

 • Listen non-judgmentally

 • Give reassurance and information

 • Encourage appropriate professional help

 • Encourage self-help and other strategies15
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As a youth worker, you are a mandated reporter. A mandated reporter is someone who is legally required to ensure 

a report is made when abuse or physical harm is observed or suspected. The first step is to inform your local parish 

priest overseeing the group. Together you can take the necessary steps to inform the proper authorities. It is critical 

to have the clergy involved when these incidences arise and it is important that the clergy have a therapist he can 

work with through this.

If you suspect deep emotional struggle, you may determine you need to involve parents and advise them or your 

teen to seek professional help. As a youth worker, your influence is important and profound, but in many situations, 

psychological and medical support is needed, and it is your responsibility to refer your youth when necessary. Be sure 

to always consult with the parish priest before referring a teen to outside professionals.

• Be genuine

• Allow for silence

• Try different settings for communication to see 

   what works best

• Do not compare the young person’s life with 

    your own experiences from that age, instead, 

    ask them to share more about what they think 

    and feel about their own experiences. 

• Do not trivialize the young person’s feelings. 

   Instead, listen quietly. Mention that it takes a lot 

   of courage to share our feelings. 

• Do not ask the young person to justify or 

   explain their behavior (this may put them on 

   the defensive). Instead, ask them how they are 

   feeling, or what they have been thinking, about 

   what they shared.

• Watch your body language. Make sure you are 

   attentive by maintaining appropriate eye 

   contact and not distracted by your

   own cell phone. 

• Provide positive feedback and look for and 

   acknowledge the youth’s strengths

• Help them find the language they are looking 

   for to articulate their emotions

In all situations that require a follow-up interaction, 

here are a few tips on how to communicate 

effectively with young people. [Mental Health First Aid USA]
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