
Cutting and Self Injury 
 
Session Overview  
This session helps high school students understand the dangerous practice 
of self-abuse (also known as cutting), and explore why this practice is 
affecting so many of their peers.  
 
Session Schedule 
Welcome and Community Builder   10 minutes 
Understanding the Issue     25 minutes 
Exploring the Issue     30 minutes 
Short Break      10 minutes 
Addressing the Issue      30 minutes 
Closing Prayer       15 minutes 
 
Learning Outcomes 
• The participants will better understand self-injury in its various forms. 
• The participants will recognize the physical and emotional warning 

signs of self-injury. 
• The participants will identify and explore ways they can help 

someone who self-injures. 
  
Preparation 
• Gather the following items: 

4 LCD projector or television monitor and video recorder.  
4 Copy of the video Hidden Scars, Silent Wounds: 

Understanding Self-Injury. The video is available for loan from 
many public libraries; it also airs on many PBS stations. There is 
one copy available from Catholic Youth Ministry.  

4 Pens or pencils, one for each participant 
4 Blank sheets of paper, one for each participant 
4 Newsprint and markers 
4 A professional counselor, if you think some of the participants 

will have “cut” before and will need to talk to a professional 
about their experience 

• On separate sheets of newsprint write the following statements: 
Argument 1: Self-Injury Doesn’t Hurt Anyone 
Argument 2: It is My Body and I Can Do Whatever I Want 
Argument 3: It is the Best Way to Show People My Pain 
Argument 4: It Keeps People Away 
Argument 5: It is Not My Fault 
Argument 6: I am Stronger Than Others, I Can Take the Pain 
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Post these newsprints on the wall in various locations throughout the 
room. 

 
 
Welcome and Community Builder (10 minutes) 
 

1. Welcome the participants and invite them to form two circles. One 
circle should face in and the other should face out.  There should 
be an equal number of people within each circle. 

 
2. Tell the participants that you will be reading a series of “fill in the 

blank” statements. For each statement they must complete the 
response and share their answer with the person who is immediately 
across from them in the circle.  After each question invite one of the 
circles to shift to their left by five or six people - this way the 
participants have a chance to share answers with a number of 
people.  Use the following questions as a prompt. 
• When I’m stressed the best person to calm me down is  . . . 
• When I need to unwind, I . . .  
• When I need to calm down, I . . . 
• When I need a break I  . . .  
• When I need to laugh, I  . . . 
• When I want to feel happy I . . .  
• When I need to relax, I like to . . . 
• When I need to be good to myself, I treat myself to . . . 

 
 
Understanding the Issue (25 minutes) 

1. Invite the participants to gather around the television monitor then 
offer the following introduction to the session (and the video) 

a. For the next twenty minutes or so we will be viewing a video 
entitled: Hidden Scars, Silent Wounds: Understanding Self-
Injury. 

b. This video will help us understand the phenomenon of self-
injury. Self-injury refers to a pattern in which a person harms 
himself or herself by cutting or even burning parts of the body 
to relieve stress from pent-up emotions. 

c. Many people suffer from this usually secretive activity. 
Typically they have endured unusual and stressful events or 
abusive family situations, and have resorted to self-injury as an 
unhealthy coping mechanism.  

2. Show the video. 
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Exploring the Issue (30 Minutes) 

1. Invite the participants to divide into small groups of about 5 to 6 
people. Ask them to take a few minutes to share with one another 
their overall impressions of the video. Then note the following: 

a. Some people believe that strong feelings, such as anger, 
must be released by some physical action. If left to build up, 
the feelings will explode or cause great harm. 

b. This theory, known as the Pressure Cooker Theory, may help us 
get inside the minds of self-injurers. For instance, some self-
injurers try to rid themselves of painful feelings by cutting or 
burning their skin to release their unspoken emotions. 

c. There has never been a recorded case of someone literally 
“exploding” because of strong emotions. Yet this theory is 
very popular. Why do you think people want to rid themselves 
of emotions so quickly?  

 
2. Ask the group members to share with one another their responses to 

above question.  Allow a few minutes for discussion then proceed 
with the following comments and questions, allowing time for the 
small groups to discuss and respond to each question you pose. 

a. Our society is very focused on quick fixes. How do all the 
advertisements for drugs and medicines affect our attitude 
about painful feelings? 

b. According to the Pressure Cooker Theory, we should get rid of 
strong feelings as soon as possible. What is wrong with this 
idea? How can dealing with emotions and working through 
them help to make our lives better?  

 
3. Ask the groups to consider this final question: If strong feelings don’t 

have to be eliminated as soon as possible, what should we do with 
them?  

 
4. Provide each group with a sheet of newsprint and a marker. Then  

Invite the groups to come up with a top ten list of ways to manage 
their emotions in positive and healthy ways.  Allow a few minutes for 
the groups to complete the assigned task and then ask the groups 
to present their lists to the larger group.  
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Addressing the Issue  (30 minutes) 
 

1. Note that people who self-injure usually don’t know any other, more 
productive way to deal with their feelings. That makes them very 
unwilling to give up their harmful behavior.  Refer the participants to 
the six sheets of newsprint you have posted throughout the room. 
Note that these are six common arguments used by those who self-
injure. Read each one aloud.  

 
Argument 1: Self-Injury Doesn’t Hurt Anyone 
Argument 2: It is My Body and I Can Do Whatever I Want 
Argument 3: It is the Best Way to Show People My Pain 
Argument 4: It Keeps People Away 
Argument 5: It is Not My Fault 
Argument 6: I am Stronger Than Others and I Can Take the Pain 

 
2. Assign each small group one of the arguments you have posted.  

Tell the groups that their assignment is to prove false the argument 
they have been assigned. Let them know they will be presenting 
their argument to the large group.  Allow about 10 minutes for 
discussion. 

 
3. Gather the groups and invite each group one at a time to present 

their argument.  Be sure that the following comments are included 
in each presentation since they are some common arguments (or 
rationalizations) that are often used by self-injurers, as well as some 
clear thoughts on why these arguments fail.  

 
• Argument 1: Self-Injury Doesn’t Hurt Anyone.  

The self-injurer always gets hurt. Many self-injurers do not feel 
important, and therefore they don’t think that their pain 
matters. It does! Although self-injury might make a person feel 
better for a short time, it can cause long-term emotional (as 
well as physical) problems.  

 
• Argument 2: It is My Body and I Can Do Whatever I Want.  

There are laws that prohibit people from harming themselves 
or others. However, most self-injury is minor enough to escape 
legal attention. So it’s true that self-injurers usually can’t be 
stopped. The question to ask is, “Do you really want to do 
this? Do you really understand what you are doing to yourself 
and why?”  
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• Argument 3: It is the Best Way to Show People My Pain.  
There are always better ways to express how you are feeling. 
Even when friends and family cannot or will not listen, there 
are still counselors and health-care workers who are available 
to help. Although many self-injurers believe that their cuts and 
scars are a persuasive way to convey their pain, others 
usually do not see it that way. When confronted with a self-
injurer’s scars, most people feel repulsion or fear instead of 
pity.  
 

• Argument 4: It Keeps People Away.  
Actually, the more often a person self-injures, the more likely it 
is that people—counselors, law enforcement officers, 
doctors—are going to intrude into their lives. We all deserve 
personal space, but self-injury is not a healthy or effective 
way to get it.  
 

• Argument 5: It is Not My Fault.  
Many self-injurers do not believe they are responsible 
because they are so numb to the world and the things that 
set off their desire to injure. Regardless of the pain that exists in 
a person’s life, it is always that person’s choice to injure. That 
is the meaning of the term “self-injury.”  
 

• Argument 6: I am stronger than others and I can take the 
pain.  
The pain, while very real, is just a shield protecting the self-
injurer from a greater fear—emotional pain. Eventually, as the 
self-injurer becomes numb, he or she is unable to feel the 
normal things that other people feel—physically or 
emotionally. 

 
 
Closing Prayer  (15 Minutes) 
 

1. Provide each participant with a blank sheet of paper and a pen or 
pencil.  Ask them to find a quiet place in the room for some 
reflection time.  

 
2. Note that while it is always best to refer someone a self injurer to a 

professional for adequate help, we can as a community of care 
and concern always offer our support and prayers for anyone who 
is in pain.   
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3. Tell the participants that the closing prayer for the session will consist 

of silent and then communal prayer for those who suffer from self-
injury. 

 
4. Remind the participants about the stories they heard while 

watching the video. 
 

5. After her father died and her mother went to work, Amy became 
depressed and began having trouble in school. Later, Amy’s 
brother molested her. She resorted to self-injury because she did not 
know any other way to deal with the pain. 

 
6. Along with her sister, Sam was severely abused by her mother. Her 

cries for help went unnoticed, so she became a self-injurer. At her 
lowest point, Sam shot herself and faced a life-threatening injury. 
That’s when she knew she needed help. 

 
7. Michele’s daughter always had trouble making friends. When her 

parents divorced, her loneliness and social isolation got worse. She 
began cutting herself as a coping mechanism. When her mother 
found out, she was shocked and angry. Even though Michele’s 
daughter is now getting treatment, she and her mother continue to 
struggle with what has happened 

 
8. Invite the participants to pretend that one or all of the people 

featured in the video are friends.  Ask them to do one of two things: 
either write one of the “friends” a letter of care and support or write 
a prayer for one or all of the people featured in the video.  (It is also 
possible that some of the participants know someone who self-
injured: if that is the case you can invite them to write their letter or 
prayer for someone they know).   Allow about 10 minutes for the 
participants to write.  You might consider playing some soothing 
instrumental music during this time. 

 
9. Invite the participants to gather as a large group and ask if anyone 

would like to share their letter and or prayer with the large group. 
Allow a few moments for sharing. 

 
10. Conclude by inviting the participants to bow their heads as you 

offer the following prayer: 
 

God of mercy, we bless you in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ, 
who ministered to all who came to him. 
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Give your strength to all those who seek to harm themselves,  

enfold them in your love, and restore them to the freedom of  
God’s children. Restore to them the assurance of your unfailing 

mercy, strengthen them in the work of healing, and help them to 
resist all temptation. 

 
To those who care for them, grant patient understanding and a 

love that perseveres. 
 
We ask this through Christ our Lord. 
 
Amen. 
 

(Adapted from Catholic Household Blessings & Prayers, Revised 
Edition, 2007, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops). 

 
   
 
(The above session was adapted from content found in the Teachers 
Guide for Hidden Scars, Silent Wounds, Understanding Self-Injury, Hourglass 
Productions, © 2003. Available at http://www.hrmvideo.com) 
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Additional Resources for Exploring the Issue of Self Injury 
 
www.cuttingawareness.com provides information on the overwhelming 
epidemic among so many adolescents.  
 
http://health.discovery.com/centers/teen/cutters/cutters.html. The teen 
cutting article index, offers numerous articles about the relationship 
between teen mental health and cutting.  
 
www.cutthemovie.com is the website for the movie entitled CUT: Teens 
and Self Injury which provides an intimate look at a problem that affects 
thousands of young people, their families and friends.  Resisting 
sensationalism and graphic images, the film draws its power from the 
voices of the teens themselves.  
 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4697319 and listen 
to the podcast The History and Mentality of Self-Mutilation. 

 
 
Appendix 2B-32

http://www.cuttingawareness.com/
http://health.discovery.com/centers/teen/cutters/cutters.html
http://www.cutthemovie.com/
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4697319



