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 Critical Incident Policy
Scope: This policy applies to all critical incidents occurring during the school year. A critical incident is defined as a significant incident which is likely to be difficult or traumatic for members of the school community and which requires support or some other response from the school. Examples might include:

· The death of a student or teacher, or serious injury to a student or teacher or a member of their family;

· Terminal illness or suicide;

· A serious accident involving staff or students;

· A physical attack on a member of staff or a student;

· Serious damage to the school through fire, flood or vandalism;

· The disappearance of a member of the school community.

Relationship to school’s Mission / Vision / Aims: The school’s ethos emphasises that all members of the school community – pupils, parents, teachers and other staff – are held in very high regard and their dignity, worth and individuality is respected and that all members of the school community are cared for. This policy aims to ensure that this is so at times of critical incidents when a strong sense of community is so important.

Rationale: Any critical incident is a potentially traumatic time for all involved – for the staff, the students and the families involved. It has the potential to re-awaken memories of previous traumatic     events and to expose those who are vulnerable to risk. While it is not possible to plan for every eventuality, it is helpful to have a plan of action for such emergencies so that a critical incident team can be readily formed and take appropriate steps to deal with the matter as quickly as possible.

This policy is designed to enable the school community to cope better with critical incidents, to mobilise   appropriate action and to ensure that appropriate services are offered to those who need them.

Goals:

· To specify how the school will respond to critical incidents

· To specify roles and responsibilities when such emergencies arise

Procedures to be followed in the event of a critical incident.

Immediate Response: In the event of a critical incident, the Principal and class teacher will deal with the emergency calmly and efficiently. This may involve calling emergency medical or other services, the numbers are clearly displayed on staff and secretary’s notice boards. It may involve implementing emergency evaluation procedures or other health and safety measures. If it is a medical emergency, the school’s Response to Illness policy should be followed. The Principal or teacher in charge should contact the family as soon as possible. A list of emergency personnel and their phone numbers will be maintained on staff and secretary’s notice boards. A list of high-medical-risk students will also be maintained in the office and by class teachers. 

Critical Incident Team: As soon as possible afterwards, the Principal will call a meeting of the critical incident team to advise on how the school should respond. The team will comprise the Principal, Deputy Principal, and Special Duties Post holders . The team should meet at least once a year to review this policy and any associated action plans.

The team will meet as soon as possible, it should not wait until all members are able to be present, but should act as quickly as circumstances require.

Any person who has knowledge of the person(s) or event or circumstances of the incident is invited to make that knowledge known to a member of the team as soon as possible.

Gather Accurate Information

It is important to obtain accurate information about the incident; otherwise rumours may take over and add to the distress of those involved.

· What happened, where and when?

· What is the extent of the injuries?

· What is the location of those injured and not injured?

· How many are involved and what are their names?

· Is there a risk of further injury?

· What agencies have been contacted already?

Contact Appropriate Agencies

Cathaoirleach an Bhóird:
  057 9321892
              Cigire: 


Parochial House Mucklagh 
057 9321892
Parish Priest :      057 9355917

Fr. Martin Carey                        0879774828

Fr Frank Guinan
0873804814
Gárda – Tullamore              057 9327600

Fire Brigade  999 or 112
057 9327410
Ambulance                          999 or 112

Hospital – Tullamore
057 9321501
Dr.

DES Communications Unit
01 8896400
CPMSA                               059 9176851

Health Centre Tullamore
   057 9341301
   Health Centre Dental
057 9359638

Ch.&Fam. Centre Tullamore
057 9322488
Ch.&Fam.Centre Portlaoise  057 8692567

N.E.P.S. Psychologist
01 8892700
Rainbows                              01 4734175

Rainbows Tullamore
057 9321221
Bereavement Counselling     01 6767727 

Midland Radio 3
057 9351333
INTO         01 8047700       1850 708708

IPPN
1890 212223

National Suicide Bereavement Support Network 024 95561

Convene a meeting of the Critical Incident Team and arrange suitable cover for them

The team will share information about the event and will map out a response, which will include the following:

· Ensuring that the normal school routine continues as far as practicable

· Liaison with the person(s) involved and/or their families

· In the event of a suicide, consult with the family about how they would wish the death to be described

· Deciding how the staff will be informed about the incident – preferably from a written note – and ensuring that students are properly supervised while staff are being informed. Issues for staff will include:

· An account of the known facts

· An opportunity to express their views and feelings

· Discussion on the best way to inform students about the incident

· Discussion around identifying vulnerable students and arrangements for same

· An outline of the routine for the remainder of the day

· Where a service will be required, a meeting of a core group of teachers should be arranged to make the necessary preparations.

· Give further updates throughout the day as circumstances allow.

· Deciding how students will be informed about the incident

· Preferably from a written note

· Preferably in class groups or sub-groups

· Depending on the circumstances, a short prayerful reflection may be required; it would be wise to have a few short alternative reflections attached as an appendix to this policy

· Making arrangements for service(s) in the school

· Making arrangements to visit with the family as appropriate and acknowledge their feelings

· Making arrangements with the family for the involvement of the school in any funeral or other services

· Making provision for counselling and support for students as appropriate

· Specify other rooms where students may gather to support one another, arrange for suitable supervision

· Arrange for suitable expertise from outside agencies to meet with students as appropriate and with parental permission

· Making provision for counselling and support for staff as appropriate

· Preparing a written statement for the media, where one is required. Spokesperson , and a support person for the spokesperson .

· Making provision for keeping a written record of the event and the school’s response and developments as they unfold

· Ensuring that at least one phone line remains open (Principal’s mobile 086 8514609)

· Consider which students may wish to attend the service(s) and make appropriate arrangements; if a school closure is required, consult school management (Chairperson of BOM) and the school inspector/Department of Education and Skills 
· Plan time, venue and agenda for further meetings of the group.

Longer Term Actions

In due course:

· Consider whether a referral to the HSE may be advised for any student.

· Evaluate the effectiveness of these procedures and amend them accordingly.

· Consider how anniversaries should be handles.

· Consider how to bring the matter to a formal conclusion, after which no further meetings of the Critical Incident Group will be required in respect of the incident.

Roles and Responsibilities

The Principal or teacher in charge at the time of the event will ensure that this policy is implemented as quickly as possible. The Principal is ultimately responsible for it’s implementation. Other members of the Critical Incident Team will be assigned responsibilities as appropriate by the Principal or the Team as the need arises. All staff are asked to be generous in their response to ant critical incident and to make themselves available to the Critical Incident Team for additional duties according to identified needs.

Success Criteria

· Critical Incidents are managed effectively

· Communication is handled effectively

· Closure is achieved

Monitoring Procedures

· This policy will be monitored in the light of experience.

Review Procedures

· The overall policy and each appendix will be reviewed in turn over a period of 5 years. In addition, appendices will be reviewed in the light of challenges or difficulties that might present from time to time and in light of ongoing good practice and changes in legislation.

Note to schools from the Education Office: The National Educational Psychological Service has an excellent Advice & Information Pack for Schools on Responding to Critical Incidents. This is available as a PDF file from the DES website www.education.ie  . Find the NEPS page (currently in the left-hand column, in the third text-box down) and you can download the file from there.

Section 4 of the NEPS publication “Advice & Information Pack for Schools” contains a range of resource documents for use by schools in the event of a critical incident including the following:

• How teachers can support students in school following a critical incident

• A classroom session following a critical incident

• Information on handling grief at different ages 0-2; 2-5; 5-7; 9-12; adolescents

• “Normal” reactions to a critical incident

• Guidelines for input with pupils on coping with their reactions to a critical incident

• Guidelines on meeting with parents

• Sample letters to parents

• Suggested readings and resources for schools, children and parents 

As some incidents may occur at weekends or outside of normal school time, schools are advised to have a contact list ready at all times for all staff, members of the Board of Management & officers of the Parents Council. Such a list should include home and mobile numbers if possible. The list should be organised in sub-groups as agreed, so that the person initiating contact needs to contact just one person per sub-group and that person agrees to ensure that others in the sub-group are contacted.

Appendix – Excerpts from “Responding to Critical Incidents – Advice and Information Pack for Schools”

A Classroom Session Following a Critical Incident

A classroom session is an important intervention following a critical incident that affects large numbers of students. Sessions containing up to 30 students can be effective. It is recommended that the classroom teacher take an active role if possible. Students may feel safe and secure with their classroom teacher rather than being with an adult they do not know. Teachers may be able to lead these sessions and the NEPS psychologist can act as a co-ordinator. If the teacher feels uncomfortable with this role, the psychologist may take more of the active role. Teachers should have the opportunity to opt out of this work if they wish.

A class session needs to be tailored to the developmental level of the class. The time required will vary depending on the class experience and age. The process involves:

· Providing facts and dispelling rumours

· Sharing stories

· Sharing thoughts and feelings

· Normalisation of thoughts and feelings

· Empowerment

· Closure

Providing facts and dispelling rumours: State the facts clearly. Talk in concrete rather than abstract terms. Dispelling rumours helps students understand the reality of events. Helping students hear the facts is an important prerequisite for coming to terms with what has happened.

Sharing stories: Students are asked to tell their story of the event. As a result they will feel less alone because of their common shared experiences. Helping them verbalise their experiences helps their recovery. For those students who find it difficult to verbalise their experiences or for students with learning difficulties, it may also be helpful to allow them to express their feelings and recount their experiences in other ways. Writing stories or using art can be particularly helpful. Give the students a choice as to how they want to represent their experiences. Have a box of tissues at hand.

Sharing thoughts and feelings: Help the students identify what they thought and felt at the time of the incident, or when they first heard of the incident. It may be helpful to share your own feelings, thoughts and fears that you experienced during the crisis or just after hearing the news.

Normalisation of thoughts and feelings: Explain that their reactions are normal response to abnormal circumstances. Let the students know that in time, for most people, the reactions or symptoms will go away. Inform the class that if the symptoms don’t go away they need to seek help. Distribute handouts on reactions to grief to students if appropriate.

Empowerment: Help the students identify strategies that they can use to help manage symptoms. For example, talking to family and friends, getting enough sleep, exercise etc. If appropriate, students can brainstorm ideas that might help prevent a similar situation happening again. Overall, it is important to help the students regain a sense of control.

Closure: End the session by focusing on the future. Depending on the nature of the incident, help the class/group decide what would bring about a sense of closure, for example, organising a memorial, writing cards or letters. Reiterate the message that their reactions are normal responses to abnormal circumstances. Tell students what further supports will be put in place if needed.

Grief: It is acknowledged that while there are distinct stages/phases in the grieving process, different people may go through these stages in different sequences and at different paces. Generally the grieving process in adults is thought to take about two years, while with children and adolescents it may be over a more extended time-frame with different issues arising as they go through developmental milestones.

Denial, numbness, shock (up to 6 weeks)

· Death of the person may be denied

· Emerging feelings may be suppressed

· Refusal to talk about the death

· Bereaved keeps very busy to avoid thinking about the death

· Bereaved may show signs of confusion and forget everyday routines

· Children in shock may display either silent withdrawal or outbursts of crying/screaming

Acute grief/searching and longing for deceased (6 months to 18 months)

· Acute sadness – crying

· Physical pangs of pain including loss of appetite and disturbed sleep

· Emotional pain accompanied by dejection, hopelessness, lack of concentration

· Fears of life after death, nightmares, ghosts

· Disorganisation

· Strong guilt feelings and questioning of self and others, particularly in the case of a sudden death

· Feelings of anger at the departed for leaving them

· Bereaved may reject offers to comfort them

Adaptation to life without the deceased (6months to 18 months)

· People begin to adjust to their lives without the lost person

· Sense of isolation

· Fearful of forgetting the deceased

· Less crying and irritability

· Exacerbation of existing personal problems. Children with low self-esteem may be at a greater risk of emotional behavioural difficulties

Re-organisation

· Getting on with life

· Returned sense of humour and play

· Able to participate emotionally in new relationships

· Changed relationship with the deceased – able to think of the deceased without pain

· Reduction in physical / emotional symptoms

· Less guilt

The following are guides only – children will differ in their reactions and grasp of events for a range of reasons other than age alone.

Age 9 – 12 years

· Understand the finality and universality of death

· Awareness of their own mortality and may worry about their own death

· May display psychosomatic symptoms

· May wish to stay at home close to parents

· May display anger

How you can help

· Dispel fears about their own health or the health of other loved ones by offering reassurance

· Encourage them to go to school

· Allow them to express their anger, offering appropriate ways to do so

Adolescents

· Fully understand the finality, universality and inevitability of death. Their experience of death is similar to adults

· May experience a range of feelings: guilt, regret, anger, loneliness etc.

· Death adds to the already confused array of emotions

· May appear to not care about the death

· May seek support outside of the family

How you can help

· Offer them time to listen

· Allow them to express their grief in their own way

· Be prepared for mood swings
Note: If parents are grieving themselves, they may be emotionally unable to support their other children. In this instance, another supportive adult in the child’s life, e.g. other family members, friends, neighbours may need to offer emotional support. It should be remembered that for children with special educational needs, their understanding of what has happened will be in line with their developmental age.

The range of “normal” reactions to a Critical Incident

Each individual has his/her own way of dealing with feelings, loss and tragedy. There is no right or wrong way to react and any or all of the following can be experienced:

	FEELINGS
	BEHAVIOUR
	PHYSICAL
	THOUGHTS

	Fear

Guilt

Shame

Anger

Regret

Loneliness

Anxiety

Shock

Yearning

Numbness

Confusion

Isolation
	Bedwetting

Nightmares

Thumb sucking

Over dependency

Social withdrawal

Tantrums

Mood swings

Loss of concentration

Forgetfulness

Irritability

Tearfulness

Insecure feelings

Separation anxiety

School refusal

Physical/Verbal aggression

Misuse of drugs, including alcohol
	Tiredness

Sleeplessness

Headaches

Gastrointestinal problems

Bowel / Bladder problems

Loss or increase in appetite
	Disbelief

Denial

Sense of unreality

Preoccupation with images of the event/person


Guidelines for input with pupils on coping with their reactions to a Critical Incident

This might also be used as a handout for pupils and parents as appropriate.

Coping with a critical incident can be difficult and stressful. It can affect the way we feel, think and behave. The following information will help you to understand some of the feelings and reactions you may experience within hours, days or weeks after an event. There are also some suggestions on what may help you during this time.

Feelings and thoughts: You may or may not experience any of the following – there is really no such thing as a standard reaction:

Shock at what has happened. Things may feel unreal. Shock sometimes causes people to deny what has happened. This doesn’t mean you don’t care. You may feel like withdrawing, crying or becoming hysterical.

Fear about the predictability of everything especially life, of a similar incident happening again, of breaking down or losing control, of being alone.

Guilt - feeling responsible in some way for what has happened. Even though you are being told you could not be, for not being able to make things better or not being able to help others, for being alive or better off than others.

Shame for not reacting as you thought you should, for needing support from others.

Anger at someone or something, wanting to blame someone or something for what has happened, at the injustice of the event.

Confusion about the event; about how you should react; about having mixed feelings; about everything. 

Pain at the loss of the person, of associating this with other incidents, bereavements or losses that you may have experienced before.

Left out by people not acknowledging your involvement in the incident or your relationship with the person who is injured or deceased.

Physical and behavioural reactions: It is quite normal to experience tiredness, sleeplessness, nightmares, headaches, loss or increase of appetite, bowel/bladder problems, loss of concentration, irritability. Sometimes people feel generally unwell.

Remember:

· You need to look after yourself

· You are normal and are having normal reactions to an abnormal event

· There are people you can talk to

· You may not experience any of the above feelings

· There is little you can do to avoid these uncomfortable feelings and thoughts, but there are things you can do to help you recover

What can help?

Talk – Try to talk about what happened and how you feel. Don’t bottle things up. Sharing your experience with others who have had similar experiences may help. Let someone know if you are not coping well. If it is difficult to talk, keep a journal of how you are feeling, or draw your experiences or emotions.

Thinking over the incident – You need to process the incident and allow it more into your mind over time. With time you may need to talk or write about it. You may find that you dream about it over and over again. All this eventually helps you to accept what has happened.

Attending memorials – Going to the funeral or memorials

Eating properly – Try to eat a regular meal three times a day

Exercise and relaxation – Make sure you take some exercise and also find ways to relax and rest

Be careful not to use drink or other drugs to help you cope – They may numb the pain temporarily, but will lead to other problems

Seek help if, four to six weeks after the event, you cannot cope with, or feel overwhelmed by your feelings, you (continue to) have nightmares, you experience sleeplessness, intrusive thoughts about the event persist, you begin to have problems in school, you have been using excessive drinking, smoking or other drugs to help you cope since the event.

Summary Checklist for Principals

1. Gather the facts – Who? What? When? and Where?

2. Contact appropriate agencies

3. Convene the Critical Incident Management Team

4. Organise the supervision of students

5. Inform staff

6. Agree on a statement of the facts

7. Identify high-risk students

8. Appoint someone to deal with phone enquiries

9. Organise timetables for the day

MAINTAIN THE NORMAL SCHOOL ROUTINE WHEN AT ALL POSSIBLE

10. Inform parents / guardians

11. Inform students

12. Make contact with the bereaved family

13. Organise support

14. Respond to the media
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