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Diocese of Joliet___



__________ 

How Safe Is Your Youth Ministry?

“ONE WHO TRUSTS ONESELF IS A FOOL, BUT ONE WHO WALKS IN WISDOM IS KEPT SAFE.” (Proverbs 28:26)

It’s Friday night. You’re the adult leader of the parish youth ministry program. To give your students something positive to do this night, you decide to open the parish center, which includes the youth room and a gym. No program. No planning. No problems. Right?

The lights are on. The basketballs are bouncing in the gym. The TV and VCR are playing in the youth room. Teenagers are scattered throughout the lighted sections of the building. You opened the doors at 7:00 p.m. and will use your key to lock it up at 11:30 p.m. everything seems fine.

Stop and think! What potential risks or dangers await a youth ministry coordinator who is simply trying to help teenagers by opening the parish center for a night of recreation and hanging out? Here’s a list of some potentially dangerous situations that might occur during this “harmless” night of youth activity at the parish.

Risk # 1:
You are alone. None of the other volunteer leaders could make it tonight. What would you do if a teen needed emergency transportation home or to a hospital? Since no other adult is present, are you vulnerable to a false accusation of abuse by a student? Who would take charge if you were injured tonight?

Risk # 2:
Open Door Policy. The kids are allowed to walk in and out without asking permission. You have no written record of who is actually there this night. Two blocks away is a pizza parlor where kids like to go for a quick snack. You have never had someone leave and not come back. Will tonight be any different?

Risk # 3:
Excitement in the Parking Lot. Kids rush out to the parking lot to see another teen’s new car. You can hear the motor revving and the short squeal of the tires. You can see a car driving in circles while other kids sit on the hood. Should you step outside and play the meanie?

Risk # 4:
Action in the Gym. The basketball game is only half court, but kids are playing hard. You notice that the protective mat for the wall under the backboard is missing. Along one side of the court sit several rectangular tables with metal protected edges – left from the ladies luncheon. You know you would hear plenty of groaning if you stopped the game to fix all these potential dangers.

Risk # 5:
Michael Jordan Wannabes. At the other end of the court, some kids are trying to dunk the basketball by running toward the basket and jumping off a metal folding chair. The chair moves each time they try to dunk. Although they’re falling on the floor, they’re all laughing hysterically. You will have a hard time convincing them that somebody could get hurt.

Risk # 6:
Young Lovers. You have two steady boy-girl couples that are always hanging on to each other. Where are they now? Are they in the youth room watching videos, or have they wandered down a dark hallway into another area of the building? Should you go looking for them?

Risk # 7:
The Videotape. The TV tube is the only light in the youth room. It’s hard to see who is bunched into the couches staring at the screen. One of the students brought the video. You can hear the gunfire and some of the bad language. Should you monitor what they watch these nights?

Risk # 8:
The Ride Home. A cute 10th grade girl informs you she is leaving with some friends who will take her home. Who are these “friends” holding car keys in their hands? You’ve never seen them before. When did they arrive? You know questioning her about all this will make her feel uncomfortable in front of these friends. She assures you her parents won’t mind. Should you let her go?

Risk # 9:
Who You Gonna Call? There is a telephone in the parish office. Unfortunately, the office door is locked, and you don’t have that key. If someone were seriously hurt, how would you call for help? If you did get help or had to go to the hospital, would you be able to get the teen treated if you couldn’t reach the parents? After all, you didn’t get permission slips or release forms for this activity.

Risk # 10:
The Drive Home. What if you drive some of the kids’ home tonight? Is your insurance coverage sufficient to cover medical and liability costs for a carload of teenagers if you’re involved in an accident? What should you do if the last person in the car is a young person of the opposite sex? What if someone spreads a rumor about your romantic involvement with a teen or if a teen accuses you of sexual advance; what recourse or protection would you have?

[Adapted from Better Safe than Sued – Keeping Out of Trouble in Youth Ministry, Jack Crabtree, Group Publishing, Inc.

“The risk of being a youth leader in North America has increased greatly over the past fifteen years. While the value of each young life remains priceless, the legal and monetary damages involved have skyrocketed. The youth leader who over looks the crucial role of safety in his or her ministry risks substantial losses in ministry opportunities, relationships, reputation, time and money.” (Better Safe than Sued – Keeping Out of Trouble in Youth Ministry, Jack Crabtree, Group Publishing, Inc.)

I know you didn’t get into youth ministry to be a safety manager. You love kids and want to share the Gospel message with them. It’s OK to admit that safety is not one of your major concerns or strengths. Everyone assumes that your youth ministry is safe. The people who hired you and the teen’s parents assume you will be safe and will not hurt any of their young people. The students assume nothing bad will ever happen to them or their friends. You assume God is with you and will protect you. But safety is too important simply to be assumed. Safety must be built into your youth ministry.

All Youth Ministry Coordinators need to do an honest, thorough assessment of safety issues in their ministry to protect themselves, the reputation of their parish, and the well being of the kids and parents who they love and serve.

To help you focus on the vital issues in youth ministry, take a few moments to answer the following questions. Circle your answer.

How Safe Is Your Youth Ministry?

VOLUNTEER LEADERS

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Have my volunteer leaders gone through an application and acceptance process (that includes a written application, reference form, background check and interview)?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Have my volunteer leaders been screened for any prior criminal, sexual, or physical abuse accusations or violations?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Have my volunteer leaders been trained for the job I have asked them to do?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Have I trained volunteers in general safety procedures, and do I discuss specific safety procedures with them prior to an activity or event?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do my volunteers understand and practice our prescribed standard of “safe conduct” with teens to avoid any suspicion of sexual misconduct?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do my volunteers know their specific jobs at the events they attend?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do I have an appropriate adult-teen ratio at every event?


TEEN INFORMATION

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do I have a permission/release form and medical form signed by parent(s) for each participating teen?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do I have current phone numbers so I can contact parents in case of an emergency?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	If I have to take any teen to the hospital, am I prepared to answer questions I will be asked about personal information, medical information and insurance?

	
	
	
	


FIRST AID & EMERGENCY RESPONSE

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Are members of my youth ministry team trained in a certified first aid course?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Is a person trained in first aid present at all of our youth activities and trips?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Is our first aid kit adequately 

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do I carry with me phone numbers of people who should be contacted in the case of an emergency (ambulance, police, pastor, parents)?


DRIVERS & VEHICLES

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do we have a written policy regarding driving standards and who is allowed to drive for all activities and trips?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do we only use drivers who are qualified and responsible?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do we prohibit teens from driving other teens to our activities?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do we require the use of seatbelts at all times?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do we regularly check the vehicles we use for safety, including fluids, brakes, tires and the like?


PLANNING & PREPAREDNESS

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do we have a clear written set of basic safety rules for the activities of our youth ministry?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do we have sufficient insurance coverage for both adults and teens in our youth ministry?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	While preparing for an event, do I inspect the physical facilities or location looking for safety hazards?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	To prepare for an event, do I walk through the proposed activities to anticipate what risks are involved?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	Do I think through a worst-case scenario to identify potential problems and to plan responses to those problems?

	YES
	NO
	SOMETIMES
	When an activity seems dangerous, do I have the wisdom and courage to stop it regardless of the reaction of the teens involved?


Each “NO” or “SOMETIMES” answer needs your attention. Review this assessment with your supervisor and your volunteer staff. Then together decide what you can do to improve the protection you provide for the youth in your ministry.

Taken from the resource – Better Safe Than Sued – Keeping Out of Trouble in Youth Ministry by Jack Crabtree and the Livingston Corporation, Group Publishing, Inc., 1998. Printed with permission

