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Best Practices for Youth Ministry 

Diocese of Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island 

Youth ministry is an important part of the work of the church, and of the diocese as a whole. But how do 

we do youth ministry? What are the important things that youth ministry leaders need to know? How 

do you do youth ministry? Why is youth ministry important? 

This document was created to help answer some of those questions, and to strengthen the youth 

ministry that is happening throughout Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island. It draws on diocesan 

resources, best practices documents from other churches, and numerous books and articles. This 

document is not intended to give you all of the answers, so at the end, there is a list of references that 

were used, and that can provide further information and ideas.  

Youth ministry is always changing. There are lots of reasons for that, maybe because our world is always 

changing, and young people are particularly attuned to those changes. Maybe it’s because youth 

ministry reaches young people for a relatively short window of their lives so, new young people are 

being ministered to all the time, and the ministry offered changes to suit that. Whatever the reason, it 

means that the programs of youth ministry will change. But the things at the heart of youth ministry 

won’t change. For the most part, those are the things described here. References to things like Facebook 

will go out of date, but references to the importance of leaving space for the Spirit to move in your 

ministry will always be relevant.  

As you read through this document, as you reflect on your own ministry, and as you use this content to 

strengthen what you do going forward, remember that the most important thing that you can bring to 

your ministry is integrity. Don’t try to be something or someone that you aren’t to appeal to young 

people or to your congregation. If you are genuine and honest, you will better be able to build genuine 

and honest relationships with young people, and having that at the core of your ministry can be a 

powerful thing.  
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A Note on Terms 

There are a few terms that will be used here that have multiple meanings. For clarity, here are a few of 

them and how they will be used: 

Youth/young person – an individual aged 12-19 

Adult – an individual over 19 

Youth event – any gathering of youth and leaders. This may be a regular youth group meeting, or a one-

off event, or anything in between.   
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Why Do Youth Ministry? 

 

Asking why is a good place to start when it comes to just about anything. If you know why you 

are doing something, it gives you a better understanding of the importance of it and gives a sense 

of how to do it best. Youth ministry is about engaging young people with faith and with the life 

of the church. We do youth ministry to help young people grow in their faith, hopefully a faith 

that they will continue to grow in for the rest of their lives.  

Faith formation for youth isn’t always straightforward. Teenagers don’t often fit a mold, so there 

is no one best way of how to practice youth ministry. Knowing who it is that you are doing 

ministry with is an important first step. Get to know the young people in your midst a little bit. 

Help them get to know each other. Foster community. Find out what they want. Think creatively. 

Pray about it.  

Discernment is important. Listen for what God is calling this ministry to be. You could put 

together the best program in the world, but without the Spirit there to give it life, it will just be 

dry bones. By recognizing that God is part of the process, you will broaden the potential for this 

ministry to be transformative.  

That might sound intimidating, but it also sounds exciting. Being involved with a transformative 

ministry sounds life-giving. To get there, it’s helpful to know some best practices, but also to pray 

and allow the Spirit to move.  

Contemplative, prayer-led leaders will better be able to encourage those same practices with 

youth. That invites youth to learn the practices of a life of faith, and also invites the opportunity 

to experience God. Youth ministry allows young people to learn disciplines and practices that 

they can carry through into adulthood, and can also help them to develop skills and an 

understanding of their lives and the world that will help them make the transition into adulthood. 

Utilizing a variety of models or programs can help youth find what works for them, and can 

engage them in a variety of ways. Play a game, and then talk about how it went, and how that 

relates to something in their lives. Do a bible study. Use a curriculum that explores different 

aspects of our faith. Try alternative methods of prayer. The options are endless when you are 

open to the possibilities of creativity.  

In all of this, remember that youth ministry doesn’t happen independently. Encourage youth to 

get involved in other parts of the life of the church. Maybe there’s a committee they can join, or 

they can help lead worship. Regardless of what form it takes, making connections outside of 

youth events allows young people to see how their ministry within the church can continue and 

can grow beyond their time in youth group.  
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Youth Ministry 101 

Once you are grounded in why youth ministry is important, the next important thing to know are the 

nuts and bolts of how to make it happen. Included here are many suggestions, but also many 

requirements. A good place to start with what the specifics requirements are for your context is with 

your parish’s SafeR Church policy. This should outline requirements for screening of volunteers and 

other legal obligations that we have to ensure that vulnerable people are taken care of, and that a safe 

space is provided.  

The diocesan website also has SafeR Church webinars posted, which go into detail on various aspects of 

SafeR Church. A link is included in the references. Although some of the SafeR Church requirements may 

seem tedious or unnecessary, it’s helpful to remember that while some things are required for 

insurance, ensuring that we create a safe space and do all that we can to take of the vulnerable people 

who we minister to is part of our call as Christians.  

Getting Started 

When you are first starting a group, or are welcoming new members, there are a few things that are 

good to do, other than welcoming them to your group. The first is to get some information about the. 

You are potentially going to spend a fair bit of time with that person, so you’ll want to know some 

contact information, who to call if there’s an emergency, and any relevant medical information. If it’s 

possible, get written consent from their parent/guardian for their participation in events. Include as part 

of this a photo release. A specific medical release and medical information form is important as well, just 

in case anything should happen that would require medical treatment. Examples of these are all found 

in Appendix A.  

Take time to establish a community covenant as well, and have youth and their parents sign it when it’s 

complete. There are some things that you should make sure get included in the covenant, but when you 

give young people the opportunity to contribute to the rules and expectations that they will be held to, 

they will feel valued and will feel more accountable to those expectations. The specifics of a covenant 

will vary depending on the particular situation, but it should cover general rules and expectations of 

behaviour and conduct when you gather. By making this a community created covenant, rather than 

simply a list of rules, it opens the conversation up so that the things that are important to your youth 

can be included which leads to a sense of ownership. By getting parents to commit to the covenant, it 

engages them with what’s going on and lets them know that it is a place where their son or daughter 

will be supported.  

A few suggestions: 

- No one required to say or participate in anything that would make them feel uncomfortable 

- Clear boundaries for personal space and physical contact 

o No lap-sitting, massages, wrestling, intimate or unsolicited contact 

- No tobacco, alcohol, drugs, or weapons 

- Inclusive of all, no discrimination based on race, colour, gender, sexual orientation, physical 

disability, country of origin, ancestry, or religion 

- Respect for physical, emotional, psychological and spiritual well being 

- Respect for property (both personal property and the space where you gather) 
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In the covenant process, allow the youth to take the lead. If any of the above suggestions aren’t 

included, you can suggest them, but it’s best to not strongly impose them. The more the covenant feels 

like something that they created themselves, the more likely young people are to honour it. A model for 

creating a community covenant from The Community is listed in the references. The model describes 

the process for children, but can easily be translated to use with older youth.  

Every time you come together, there are a few things that you should do in advance. The first is to 

assess the safety of the space that you will be using. If you use the same space every time you meet, you 

don’t need to check it out every time, but if you tend to move around, make sure you scope it out 

beforehand. The space itself should be safe, but you should also think about what activities you will be 

doing, and whether those are safe and practical in that space. Not all games that you can play in a 

gymnasium work when you are in church basement. When you choose activities, keep the space in 

mind, but also think about how inclusive and comfortable it will be for everyone. Playing a game with 

complicated rules that some youth know and others don’t can feel exclusive and uncomfortable with a 

group that doesn’t know each other very well, but might be just fine for a group that has spent lots of 

time together. Make sure that all activities are inclusive to those with physical disabilities, and always 

set body boundaries for physical games. You should also always make sure that there is a well-stocked 

first aid kit wherever you meet, and that you have incident and accident reports (examples in Appendix 

A).  If you need to fill out either of those forms, make a copy of it to give to the parents/guardians and 

keep one copy at the church. For all gatherings or events that you hold, have an emergency plan in 

mind. Know where the nearest hospital is, and what adult(s) will go to the hospital with whoever is 

injured and who will stay behind. When emergencies happen, it’s hard to make rational decisions, so if 

you know your plan in advance, it will make dealing with the situation easier.  

As much as possible, have a plan for the next time you will meet. Hopefully this will cut down on 

conflicts with other commitments, as they will already be planning to attend youth group at that specific 

time. It also will make it easier to keep parents engaged, and you can check in with them at pick-up. The 

more you can keep parents engaged the better. You will need their support for youth ministry to be 

successful, so let them know what’s going on, what’s coming up, and how they can help.  

Having an open door policy can also encourage parent/guardian engagement, as well as foster a 

connection with the parish. This sort of policy can be different depending on the dynamics of the 

community, but allowing clergy, parents/guardians, and members of the parish to either observe or 

participate in what you are doing can help foster relationships with the church community beyond the 

youth group.  This may not always be appropriate, but is something worth considering.  

For an overnight event, all of the practices already suggested still apply, and there are a few others. For 

sleeping, it is ideal if males and females can sleep in separate rooms. If this isn’t possible, create a 

barrier and have them sleep on opposite sides of the same room. If adults will be sleeping in the same 

room as youth, there must be at least two adults. When putting together a schedule for your event, try 

to budget at least 8 hours of sleep. If showers are available, have separate ones from males and females, 

or establish different shower times.  

Gender is particularly important when it comes to overnight events, but may be a factor at all youth 

ministry functions. If you work with a young person who is transgender, gender fluid, or does not 

identify as male or female, have a conversation with them about what would make them most 

comfortable. There are a few references listed if you need some direction in having this sort of 
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conversation. If it feels like something that is beyond the expertise or capacity of you and the other 

adults you work with, read through those resources, and then, if necessary, ask for support from your 

priest. The most important thing in this is to make sure that the young people you are working with 

knows that they are supported.  

Leaders 

The role of a leader in youth ministry is to model healthy practices of faith, build community, and 

support young people. That may sound like a lot, and perhaps it is, but it’s not something you have to 

do, or even can do on your own. Your church’s SafeR Church policy will outline the specific screening 

requirements that determine who can be a leader, but there are some requirements that are the same 

across the board. A leader should be older than 19 or be finished high school, and they should be 

actively involved in the church outside of youth ministry.  

Apart from knowing what the SafeR Church policies are, leaders need to be clear on laws and 

regulations regarding reporting abuse. These are provincial regulations, and further information can be 

found on the diocesan website in the SafeR Church resources (listed in references).  

It is important for leaders to recognize their limits of expertise, especially when it comes to pastoral care 

and counselling. If a situation arises that is beyond your expertise, contact your parish priest.  

There are several standard practices to follow: 

- There should always be at least two leaders at a youth event, with a minimum of 1 leader for 

every 7 youth if there are 15 or more youth present.  

- When two people are alone together, they should be observable. 

- If changing clothes or showering is necessary at an event, leaders and youth should have 

separate places to do those things, or should shower/change at a different time.  

- If swimming is part of an event, female leaders should wear a swim suit that covers their torso 

and has straps 

o Male leaders don’t need to wear a shirt while swimming, but should do so at all other 

times.  

- Leaders cannot date or become romantically involved with youth.  

- If two leaders are romantically involved with each other, they should have an additional leader 

at events with them whenever possible 

Communication 

Communication could have easily fallen under a previous heading, but it is important enough that it gets 

to stand on its own. The best mode of communication with young people is a moving target. Try to 

recognize where you can reach them, rather than expecting them to go with what works best for you. 

This may require some movement outside of your comfort zone, but ask the young people you are doing 

ministry with what the best way to communicate with them is. If it’s something that you aren’t familiar 

with, ask them to teach you. There’s a common feeling right now that Facebook is the best tool to use, 

but in general, it isn’t. It might be, but it is likely a better tool for communicating with parents.  

Remember that whatever way you communicate with young people, you should follow the same 

standards that you would in real life. This may seem obvious, but if use a social network as your method 
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of communication, remember that young people may be able to see everything that you post. The 

things that you want to share with your friends may not be the kind of thing that you would share with 

young people, but if you share it publicly and are connected to young people, they will see it.   

When communicating with youth, try as much as possible to use group messaging. Not only will this cut 

down on the amount of time it takes to fill everyone in, it also reduces risk. It’s on the same lines as 

never having a youth and adult alone together. If you are using text messages of any other means of 

digital communication, try to limit it to outside of school hours and before 10 pm.  

Make an effort to establish two-way communication. Let youth know that they can ask you questions or 

bring you concerns outside of youth group time. You should make yourself accessible, but it doesn’t 

mean you need to make yourself available 24/7. Set boundaries that work for you.   

When it comes to communication about your ministry, make sure you have written parental and youth 

consent before writing about or sharing a photo of an individual. If you are posting something anywhere 

online, avoid using last names, and don’t post pictures of young people in pajamas or swim wear. 

Driving 

There are a few specific things worth noting about transporting youth: 

- All drivers should give a copy of the driver’s license and driving record to the church 

- Drivers and passengers must always wear seatbelts 

- No cell phone use while driving 

o Definitely for the driver, also something to consider for passengers 

- Youth should not drive other youth during an event 

- Whenever possible, have two leaders in each vehicle 

o Especially important for long drives to have two leaders, both licensed drivers, to ensure 

that the driver gets a break.  

Copyright Issues 

Copyright regulations apply in several situations relevant to youth ministry. The one that comes up most 

often is with movies. Even if you are not selling tickets when you show a movie at youth group, it still is 

considered a public showing, and as such requires a license. Generally, the most cost effective way to do 

this is to get a license for a year, and then within that year you are able to show films from specific 

production studios.  

Reproducing materials also can raise copyright issues. Be sure to look over any resources before you 

copy them to find out if it’s permitted. Most things are, but it’s a good practice to check and be sure.  
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Appendix A 

EXAMPLE YOUTH GROUP REGISTRATION                                      Your church information 

Month/Year  

Participant’s Name: _____________________________ Participant prefers to be called: _____________________ 

Birth Date: ___________________ School: __________________________________ School Grade: ____________ 

Participant email address: __________________________________ Participant Phone Number _____________ 

Does participant use Facebook? _____Yes _____No           Best Way to Contact: _____________________________ 

Civic Address: __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mailing Address (if different): _____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Participant’s Primary Care-Givers:_________________________________________________________________ 

Care-giver email address: __________________________________ Care-giver Phone Number _____________ 

Does care-giver use Facebook? _____Yes _____No           Best Way to Contact: _____________________________ 

 

In Case of Emergency, please contact ______________________________ at ______________________________ 

 

PERMISSION 

Note: Care-givers will be notified in advance about the dates and destinations of all trips. 

_________________________________________ has my permission to go on all trips and participate in all events 

with (Your church’s youth group) from September 20XX to September 20XX 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Parent(s)/Guardian(s)      Date 

 

PHOTO RELEASE: 

Photos and videos may be taken during youth group events, and these may be shared online or in print with the 

parish, the broader community or the diocese. Content posted online will only use first names and will not include 

any personal information. Please indicate your consent by circling yes or no, and signing below.  

Online:         Yes        No                      Print:        Yes        No 

Participant Signature: ________________________ Parent Signature: ____________________________________ 
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EXAMPLE YOUTH GROUP HEALTH FORM                                     Your church information 

Month/Year  

Participant’s Name: _________________________________ Birth Date:________________  Gender: __________ 

Health Card Number: _______________________________   Expiry: ____________ 

Name of Parent / Guardian: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Address: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Day Phone: ______________________________________  Night Phone: _______________________________ 

 

Doctor’s Name ___________________________________   Phone Number: _______________________________ 

Address: ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Name of emergency contact: ________________________________________ Relationship: __________________ 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Address      Zip    Day Phone   Night Phone 

 

Does this participant have any physical, mental, emotional or behavioral conditions that the youth group leaders 

should be aware of? (Please use the back of this form or an additional pages if necessary) 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Restrictions on activities: ________________________________________________________________________ 

Regularly prescribed medications and doses: _________________________________________________________ 

Allergies? _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

PARENT / GUARDIAN AUTHORIZATION: 

We will take care to minimize risk and exercise caution, but if an emergency should occur, we need your 

permission to get treatment for your child if we are not able to reach you. Signing below indicates that you give us 

this permission.  

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Signature of Parent / Guardian                                                                                                                         Date 

 


