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“Ag fás is ag foghlaim le chéile”


Critical Incident Policy
Comhthéacs / Context:

Gaelscoil Léim an Mhadaidh is a small, rural Irish medium primary school and many staff members have additional responsibilities and management areas. Staff do, however have a close relationship with pupils and parents and know most of them by their first names. This contributes to the effective management of safeguarding within the school.

In order to protect the children in our care and promote their well-being, we have developed this policy to help prepare for a critical incident and to ensure effective management in a difficult situation. Although it is not possible to prepare in detail for every situation it is essential that school management have a general plan to hand which outlines the steps that need to be taken.
What is a Critical Incident? 

A critical incident may be defined as any sudden and unexpected incident or sequence of events which causes trauma within a school community and which overwhelms the normal coping mechanisms of that school e.g. the death of a pupil or staff member. 

Managing a Critical Incident 
The Dept of Education’s i Matter documentation states that; 

“Experience has shown that schools which have a Critical Incident Management Plan in place will handle the situation better.  They tend to provide the best support to pupils, staff and families and return to normality sooner while continuing to be alert to the vulnerability of all concerned.”
Critical incidents happen when least expected. When a school is affected by a crisis, all staff have an important role to play in supporting the emotional health and well-being of their school community and in maintaining control of the situation in the school. 

It is important that staff know that they have a significant role at this time, that they feel valued and that their contribution is acknowledged. It should be recognised that on occasion some members of staff, for various reasons, may not be in a position to take an active role in managing a critical incident. 

The effects of a critical incident on a pupil or staff member can be wide-ranging and can impinge upon his or her family particularly if the pupil is close to those at the centre of the crisis or the incident. A critical incident can also impact on the wider community including pupils and staff from other schools. 

The Critical Incident Management Team
The Critical Management Team is represented by all staff sectors. The task of this Team is to develop and maintain the Critical Incident Management Plan. The Critical Incident Team in Gaelscoil Léim an Mhadaidh consists of;
 

 


Informing Stakeholders

In the event of a critical incident, the Team Leader (Principal) will contact the Head of Pastoral Care, Deputy Child Protection Officer and the Board of Governors. The Head of Pastoral Care will then contact other teaching and support staff. 

The Principal will issue an agreed statement to parents. 
Only the Team Leader (Principal) and/or Governor Appointed Representative should speak to the media. The Critical Incident Management Team should prepare a statement that may be used should contact with the media be deemed appropriate.  
The Critical Incident Management Plan

A Critical Incident Management Plan should be drafted by The Critical Incident Management Team immediately. The plan will involve an initial factual report on what is known, a plan for dealing with the incident on day 1, a plan for coping the following day and a post-incident plan detailing sources of support for staff, pupils and parents who may need it following the incident (see appendices 1-3 attached).
Advice and support is available from the Education Authority.  The school should ring the Critical Incident Line on 02837512515 to report the incident in the first instance. 

Guidelines for Staff
Never underestimate the positive effect that concern and support from a caring, familiar adult can have on a pupil. 

At a time of crisis pupils can be distressed, frightened and upset. It is desirable for them, in the first instance, to be supported in a familiar environment by adults who are known to them. School has a significant influence on a pupil’s life. 
1. On a day-to-day basis it provides support and a social network for the pupil. 
2. At a time of a crisis, when pupils may be experiencing insecurity and change, it offers security and containment. 
3. Attending school helps to keep a routine and maintain a regular daily pattern. 
4. The way staff respond to a pupil can significantly affect the outcome of their experience. So, staff reactions are very important. 
5. Teachers know the pupils already and they are therefore in a good position to observe change, notice issues which are not being resolved and decide whether onward referral is warranted. 
Useful tips for staff

1. Acknowledge the event to pupils. 
2. Talk with pupils, giving them honest, factual information, not shocking details.
3. Be willing to listen to them and give them time. 
4. Remain calm, keep control of the situation and contain their feelings (i.e., allow expression of feelings but not allowing hysteria to build up) 
5.
 Be willing to answer questions. (It is not important that staff answer all questions but that they listen to pupils’ fears and worries and take their queries seriously.) 
6.
 Be genuine and professional. 
7.
 Be non-judgemental. 
8.
 Give information to them including the ‘normalisation’ of their reactions (i.e., their reactions are normal reactions to an abnormal event). 
9.
 Encourage pupils to talk, share their feelings and seek help as appropriate. 
10.
 Maintain a routine in school (flexible, caring and containing). 
11.
 Offer sensitivity, care and empathy. 
12.
 Keep pupils in relevant peer groups. 
13.
 Keep pupils informed and updated. 
14.
 Allow pupils to make a response to the situation, eg the making of sympathy cards (for family of deceased) or get well cards (if pupils are injured). 
15.
 Involve them in special ceremonies/rituals/any response the school will make. 
16.
 Do not remove a deceased pupil’s belongings/work/name from classroom/s and environment – these should be discussed with pupils at a later stage.
Restoring normal routine 

The resumption of normal routines (in as flexible but as structured a way as possible) re-establishes a pattern and support for the pupil while being sensitive enough to respond to the incident and its aftermath. 

It is important to be mindful that life has changed for the pupil as well as for the staff. The healing process involves accepting what has happened, coping with the implications of this and adapting over time to the new situation. 

It is necessary to continue to monitor pupils’ reactions. Most symptoms should settle over time. These may include sleep difficulties, poor concentration, and loss of motivation in schoolwork, avoiding issues/places, upset, worry and anxiety.  If they do not show signs of recovery or if they are becoming worse, a pupil may need more specialist support. 

 It is important to recognise that parents may need to be informed that a referral to a General Practitioner is necessary.  Some pupils may require a more specialist intervention straight away.  Early contact with their parents should be sought in order to discuss this further.  Other pupils may need specialist intervention some time after the event. If symptoms persist for longer than 5/6 weeks referral for specialist help should be considered.
Available Support for staff, pupils and parents 

Lifeline – 0808 808 8000 

Lifeline offers immediate help over the phone 24/7. It is a helpline service for those experiencing distress or despair and deals with issues such as suicide, self harm, abuse, trauma, depression and anxiety.  Pupils can phone directly for individual counselling. Lifeline can also put an individual in touch with follow-up services to ensure the best possible response meets individual needs. Lifeline also gives support and guidance to families and carers, concerned friends, professionals, teachers, youth workers, clergy, faith workers and communities about how to support a young person that may be a risk. 
A number of other agencies provide support to pupils and others. These include: 
• NSPCC - 0808 800 5000 

• Samaritans - 0845 790 9090 

• Childline - 0800 1111

This policy was drafted by the school’s Safeguarding Team, who consulted parents, other staff members and The Board of Governors. It was felt that the content was too sensitive for consultation with pupils of a primary school age. 
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