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Early Warning Signs 
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When we feel unsafe, our bodies tell us through physical 
sensations that something is wrong. Within the programme 
these sensations are called early warning signs; however you 
may refer to them as natural instincts, gut feelings or intuition. 
 
Children are encouraged to identify their early warning signs, 
for example, butterflies in the stomach, sweaty hands, goose 
bumps, racing heart, and the situations in which they can 
occur, for this programme these situations will have a bias 
towards substance misuse. 
 
The reason for teaching children to recognise their own early 
warning signs is these can then be applied to multiple 
situations. This approach is more achievable than attempting 
to give young people a clear process to deal with specific 
situations. 
  
The next activity gives young people the opportunity to think 
about drug and alcohol specific scenarios, how they think 
they would feel and begin to explore what they would do to 
keep themselves safe. 
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1.	  

2.	  

  
Ask the children to tell you real situations involving medicines, 
tobacco, alcohol, solvents and illegal drugs that they might 
realistically experience, and in which, they may feel 
uncomfortable, unsafe or scared. List these on the board. 

Explain that in lots of situations: 
•  feelings just arise, like fear, anxiety, stubbornness..; 
•  thoughts occur, like “I’m not going to do that”, “why is he 

making me do this?”...; 
•  and we have choices, affected by these feelings and 

thoughts, about what to do, each choice  having an effect 
on ourselves or other people. 

Either on the board, or in small groups with large paper, ask 
them to draw all the effects on their body of being in these 
situations.  
After completing the activity as a group and/or in small 
groups, children should be given the opportunity to think 
about what their specific early warning signs might be. 
Explain these are Early Warning Signs, which can let them 
know that they don’t feel safe. 

3.	  
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4.	    
Following the completion of the body map and working 
through how ‘unsafe’ might ‘feel’ it is important to think about 
how young people respond to such feelings. 
 
Ask young people to draw three columns on a sheet of paper 
with the following headings; 
•  Situation 
•  My Feelings 
•  My Response 

Following this, ask young people to think about one scenario 
that they identified in the first part of the session and break 
this down into as many different stages as they possible can. 
 
For example; ‘Being invited to the park to meet a group of 
friends’ might be broken down into the followings stages; 
1.  Received text message inviting me to meet friends. 
2.  Made decision to meet friends. 
3.  Started walking to meet friends. 
4.  Arrived at meeting place. 
 
At each stage encourage young people to complete the 
sections on ‘feelings’ and ‘my response’ to support them in 
thinking about how they respond to risk. 


