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Chapter 1  
 

Introduction 
 
 
 
1.1 Background 
 
A central function of schools is to protect the safety of children and staff.  However, all too 
frequently critical incidents occur that may pose a threat to safety, whether physical or 
psychological.  
 
Such incidents are unpredictable and consequently cause staff and pupils to face 
challenging and distressing situations without warning. It is therefore essential that schools 
prepare in advance for how they will respond in the event of a critical incident. 
 
The Educational Psychology Service in liaison with the Eye to Eye Counselling Service, 
have produced this booklet and accompanying materials in order to support schools in their 
preparation and planning for such incidents. 
 
1.2 Aims of this document 
 

• To provide schools with information that will help them manage a critical incident in 
an effective way. 

 

• To provide a clear and accessible procedure to follow in the event of a critical incident. 
 

• To provide information on how to identify those in need. 
 

• To detail ways in which support may be offered to those involved, both in the short 
and longer term. 

 

• To provide guidance on further sources of information and help. 
 
 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=aims&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=tS7plvghRuTjfM&tbnid=0rHy2EC4ka3wfM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.ikbbi.org.uk/ikbbi-aims-objectives.htm&ei=RFVrU8bZG6Kx0QX1qoGQAQ&bvm=bv.66330100,d.ZWU&psig=AFQjCNFqXBS1WewSUHwzroH-2l9bDu64Cw&ust=1399629503595996
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1.3 What is a critical incident? 
 
A critical incident can be defined as an event or events which occur suddenly and are outside 
the range of common human experience.  Such events can cause considerable personal 
distress and have the potential to overwhelm our usual coping responses.  Whatever the 
scale of the incident, the effect on the individuals can be devastating, mentally, physically, 
emotionally and spiritually. In addition, there are likely to be significant organisational 
consequences. 
 
A critical incident should not be confused with ‘a sad event.’  For example, the expected 
death through illness of an individual within our school communities is an extremely sad but 
all too common occurrence. Whilst the impact of such deaths should not be underestimated, 
they are not usually outside the realms of common human experience.   
 
 
1.4 Examples of critical incidents 
  
There are many possible scenarios that a school may face which could be defined as a 
critical incident. Such incidents may occur on school premises during the course of the 
school day. However, critical incidents involving members of the school community may also 
occur off site and out of school hours. 
 
 
1.4.1 Critical incidents within school 
 

• The death or serious injury of a pupil or member of staff as a result of an accident, 
act of deliberate violence or suicide. 

• Serious illness of groups or individuals within the school. 

• Damage to the school as a result of natural or man-made disasters. 

• A child going missing from the school (eg. abduction) 

• An intrusion on the school premises. 

• Hostage situation. 
 

 
 

1.4.2 Critical incidents out of school which may impact on the school community 
 

• The death or serious injury of a pupil or member of staff as a result of an accident, 
act of deliberate violence or suicide that occurs off site or out of school hours. 

• An accident on a school excursion.  

• The effects of terrorism, war or natural disaster. 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=school&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=fbgkLF-_ZMlj4M&tbnid=m56V2CKywBrt7M:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.thedailytoddler.co.uk/?p=1361&ei=JFVrU8LnEsmk0QWPvoHYCA&bvm=bv.66330100,d.ZWU&psig=AFQjCNE-5K1UQnP8yY-M73JeZBxvBlR6Aw&ust=1399629460090929
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Chapter 2: Critical Incident Response Procedure 
 
 
 
2.1 The checklist for managing critical incidents  

 
The checklist (Appendix 1) for managing critical incidents has been jointly developed by the 
Educational Psychology Service and the Eye to Eye Counselling Service.  

 
Staff from both these Services have received specialist training in this area and are 
experienced in responding to schools and other services in the event of a critical incident. 
The checklist has been developed in light of the training and experience of both teams.  
 
2.2 Preparation with school staff 
 
Preparing how an organisation will react to and cope with a critical incident (sometimes 
referred to as ‘crisis management’) is extremely important.  
 
As critical incidents happen suddenly and without warning, those involved usually 
experience shock when they occur. This shock, together with the emotional turmoil that may 
follow, can make it difficult to think clearly and logically at the time of the incident. 
 
In order to ensure that all school staff act quickly and appropriately in the event of a critical 
incident, it is very important that individuals are well prepared for how they should respond. 
This preparation should include training and discussion based on the use of the checklist 
(Appendix 1). 
 
The experience of schools who have been involved with critical incidents show that those 
who have made preliminary plans are able to act promptly and cope more effectively with 
the traumatic consequences of a critical incident. 
 
Schools are advised to contact the Educational Psychology Service, who are able to offer 
training to staff in this area. Eye to Eye counsellors can also clarify their role to staff in 
schools. 
 
2.3 Establishing a critical incident response team within school 
 
No one person within a school should be expected to manage every aspect of a critical 
incident.  In order to share the responsibility amongst staff, schools are advised to create a 
critical incident response team. This team will not necessarily comprise all of the senior 
management team within the school and could include representatives of the wider school 
community such as administrative staff or the caretaker. 
 
The team may need to vary in size, depending on the nature of the incident. It will therefore 
be useful to have several staff members trained in managing a critical incident. It is 
suggested that the designated school counsellor be part of the critical incident team. 
Inclusion in the team should be on a voluntary basis, as not all staff will feel comfortable in 
responding to a critical incident. For example, an individual may be feeling emotionally 
vulnerable at the time of a critical incident due to events in their own personal life.  
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On a day to day basis, the head teacher will act as leader of the critical incident response 
team. However, in the event of a critical incident occurring, the head teacher may wish to 
stand down and appoint an alternative team leader. The leader is not appointed until the 
incident has occurred, as until this time it is impossible to predict who would be 
available or who would be most appropriate in leading the team. 
 
The head teacher should call a meeting of the team at least twice a year to update names, 
contact numbers and procedures on the checklist. More frequent meetings for planning and 
staff training purposes will also be necessary.  
 
Whilst it is expected that the school’s Critical Incident Team will 
take the lead in coordinating the school’s response following a 
critical incident, all school staff should be prepared to assist the 
team as much as they are able, when an incident occurs. 
 

 

 
 
 
2.4 Using the checklist (Appendix 1) in the event of a critical incident 
 
At times of crisis, emotions may be running high. It is therefore important that the checklist 
is easily accessible. Following the checklist step by step will help to ensure necessary 
actions are carried out. Ideally the checklist should be accessible to all school staff, for 
example, pinned to staff room notice boards. All staff should be made aware of the purpose 
and function of the checklist, regardless of whether or not they are a member of the critical 
incident response team.  
 
2.4.1 Phase 1 - Immediate Action 
 
The points in this section refer to each of the steps outlined on Phase 1 of the checklist 
(Appendix 1). They need to be carried out as soon as it is established that a critical incident 
has occurred. Ideally, the actions should be carried out by the identified members of the 
school’s critical incident response team, as they will have prepared their responses in 
advance. However, the first few points may need to be carried out by the person who is first 
on the scene or who is first made aware of the incident.  
 
1: Ensure safety of pupils and staff 
 
Those first aware of the incident should ensure that all pupils and staff in the vicinity are 
removed from any immediate danger. 
 
2: Assess situation and note known key facts of incident 
 
Important factual information detailing what has happened, and to whom, will need to be 
noted. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=team&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=m_zw-3SyVUVL8M&tbnid=EzAuZwzt6YLZOM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.tourismpartners.org/ourteam&ei=9FVrU-izJYnJ0AXPj4DgBw&bvm=bv.66330100,d.ZWU&psig=AFQjCNH2qEhiGmDbiH6y6VT78XPOMhKCsA&ust=1399629677799827
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3: Contact emergency services as appropriate (Tel: 999) 
 
The information recorded in 2 above should be reported to the appropriate emergency 
services if necessary.  The police will convene an Immediate Response Group Meeting (an 
IRG), see point 7, if appropriate, to which school staff will be invited. 
 
4: Inform head teacher and critical incident response team  
 
Having dealt with the immediate risks, the head teacher needs to be informed of the facts of 
the incident, and help sought from the school’s critical incident response team, including the 
school counsellor. A team leader needs to be appointed at this stage.  
 
5: Ensure you have a dedicated emergency telephone number (NOT main school number) 
on which you can be contacted 
 
The team leader ensures that there is a dedicated emergency telephone number on which 
the critical incident response team can be contacted. This number should only be given to 
the emergency services, other members of the critical incident response team and personnel 
working alongside the team, for example, council officers. It is important that this number is 
not the main school telephone number, as this tends to become jammed quickly with people 
ringing in to find out what has occurred.  
 
6: Telephone RCT on 01443 744333 (08.00 – 17.00)  
 
A member of the school’s critical incident response team ensures that the following 
information is reported: 
 

• their name and designation; 

• name, address and telephone number of school; 

• name of head teacher and/or lead in critical incident team; 

• a dedicated emergency telephone number; 

• known facts relating to the incident; and 

• whether assistance is required from council officers e.g. media officer, Educational  

Psychology Service. 

 

7: Liaise with Police, Local Safeguarding Board and Educational Psychology Service in 
respect of the necessity or an Immediate Response Group (IRG) being convened  
 

• If the critical incident concerns the sudden/unexpected death of a child, the 

Procedural Response to Unexpected Deaths in Childhood (PRUDIC) will be 

invoked. This will involve police and safeguarding teams from both Children’s 

Services and the local health board.  

• If the critical incident concerns the death of a child/young person under the age of 

25 and is suspected to be a suicide, then an Immediate Response Group (IRG) will 

be convened by the police.  

o The group consists of representatives from the police, Safeguarding Board, 
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Children’s Services, Health Board (Safeguarding Team) and also 

representatives from the Educational Psychology Service, Eye to Eye 

Counselling Service and Youth Service. If the child or young person is of school 

age, then representatives from the child’s school will be required to attend.  

o If the critical incident is linked to an incident or series of incidents that may 

potentially impact on the wider community or requires multi-agency coordination 

to manage threat, risk and harm, then an IRG will be called under the 

Partnership Protocol for the Immediate Response to Critical Incidents Involving 

Children and young People and may involve representatives from a wider group 

of agencies to those listed above.  

o Following the IRG meeting, schools will be offered assistance from the 

Educational Psychology Service and Eye to Eye Counselling Service in order to 

identify vulnerable staff and pupils who will need additional or ongoing support, 

either through their own pastoral system, or who require more specialist 

counselling intervention. Staff will be assisted to be alert to the signs and 

symptoms of distress.  

 

2.4.2 Phase 2 - Short-term Action 
 
The points in this section refer to each of the steps outlined on Phase 2 of the checklist. 
They need to be carried out before the end of the day on which the incident occurred. The 
critical incident response team should co-ordinate these actions, although other members 
of the school staff could be enlisted to help.  
 
1:  Identify vulnerable staff and pupils and offer support 
 

Following a critical incident, a number of people are likely to require support. It is difficult to 
predict how individuals will react in a critical incident. However, those most vulnerable are 
usually:  
 

• individuals who have been directly affected;  

• individuals who are emotionally involved with those directly affected (e.g. parents, 
siblings, friends, boyfriend / girlfriend); and/or  

• those who have recently experienced difficulty or trauma in their lives and may 
already be emotionally vulnerable. 

 
In order to identify effectively those who are vulnerable and to organise and deliver 
appropriate support, assistance may need to be sought from agencies such as the 
Educational Psychology Service and Eye to Eye Counselling Service. 
 
2: Contact families of identified vulnerable staff and pupils  
 
The staff and pupils identified as most vulnerable are likely to require immediate support. 
Their families will need to be informed of the main facts of the incident, why the individual 
has been identified as vulnerable and how he or she is currently being supported in school.  
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3: Record names of individuals who have been allowed to leave site 
 
It is necessary to keep a record of the whereabouts of all staff and pupils, as it may be vital 
to contact individuals at a later point in the day if new information arises.  
 
4: Plan arrangements for the rest of day in liaison with key staff, council officers and support 
services 
 
The critical incident response team will need to plan arrangements for the rest of the day, 
for example, how factual information will be shared with the rest of the school community, 
what support will be available for other pupils and staff, whether or not it is appropriate for 
the school to remain open. Strategies for coping with media presence need to be confirmed. 
 
5: Report known facts of incident to staff and pupils 
 

All staff and pupils will need to be given succinct, factual information in order to prevent 
rumours from escalating. It may be helpful for the critical incident response team to prepare 
a statement that can be given to teachers which can then be read to pupils, in order to 
ensure there is consistency in the information given (an example of a possible script to use 
for an Assembly is included in Appendix 2). 
 
6: Decide arrangements for the following day and the days ahead 
 

It will be important to restore a feeling of continuity in the school as soon as possible, as this 
is comforting and reassuring for all. Consideration will need to be given as to how ongoing 
support will be provided for those in need. Plans will also have to be made with regard to 
the general organisation of the school. 
 
7: Report known facts to parents / carers via letter or meeting as appropriate 
 
Factual information regarding the incident and plans for forthcoming days will need to be 
communicated to parents /carers of all pupils before the end of the day. It may be useful to 
write a letter that can be sent home with pupils or to call a meeting that selected/affected 
parents / carers can attend (an example of a sample letter to parents/carers is included in 
Appendix 3).  
 
8: After school, meet with all staff for debriefing and to share key information and 
arrangements with staff for the days ahead. 
Details of the plans made by the critical incident response team will need to be shared with 
all school staff at the end of the working day. 
 
 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=checklist&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=iVngbjVCbWEwFM&tbnid=pt842v0jFSx3CM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.prevention.com/health/health-concerns/new-checklist-help-early-ovarian-cancer-diagnosis&ei=0FZrU9PIBaWx0AWYvYDoBA&bvm=bv.66330100,d.ZWU&psig=AFQjCNGoSh98ONQX6dc_u4OvM_v01_uolA&ust=1399629896187314
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2.5 Organisation of staff and pupils 
 
All staff and pupils need to be removed from any immediate danger and kept safe, warm 
and together. Where practical, pupils should be gathered in familiar groups such as their 
class or registration groups.  This will be useful in accounting for the whereabouts of all 
pupils that are present on the day. Some pupils may have attempted to leave the site. Their 
absence will need to be reported immediately as their safety will need to be confirmed. 
Parents of pupils who have left the site will need to be contacted immediately.  

 
The critical incident response team will need to prepare a statement of fact as soon as 
possible. Many details may not be clear or available at this point. However, it is important to 
focus on the known facts rather than speculation. This statement should then be circulated 
to class or registration groups to ensure that all staff and pupils are given the same 
information. Arrangements for the hours ahead will also need to be confirmed at this stage. 
 
Pupils will need to be told simply and factually what has happened in a calm and reassuring 
way that takes account of their age. They will also need to be told what will happen next, 
which may depend on the nature of the incident. In some incidents it may be practical for 
the pupils to stay on site, whereas in other incidents it will be more appropriate for 
arrangements to be made for pupils to return home. This will need to be considered carefully 
as normal transport arrangements may not be possible. Pupils will need to be told what to 
expect the following day, for example, whether or not school will be open. 
 
At the end of the day, it will be very important for all staff to meet with the school’s critical 
incident response team to discuss the events of the day. The meeting will provide an 
opportunity to recap on the known facts about the incident, how the day has developed and 
the plans for the days ahead.  
 
It may be useful for all staff members to be given a contact number on which they can speak 
to a member of the school’s critical incident response team during the evening if necessary.  
 

 
2.6 Managing the media 
 
In the event of a critical incident, the press will want to speak to those affected and some of 
those affected may wish to speak to the press. The wishes of those involved should be 
respected. However, there are officers employed by the both the Local Authority and South 
Wales Police who are trained in managing the media. Following a critical incident, their 
advice and assistance must be sought before any information is passed to the press (Press 
Office, RCT, Tel: 01443 424007). 
 
School staff are NOT advised to speak directly to the press following a critical incident. They 
are advised to direct all enquiries from the media to the Local Authority Press Officer. This 
should be made explicit to all frontline administration staff, particularly the School Secretary, 
who may be the first point of contact. 
 
The council press officer will aim to co-operate effectively with the media in providing factual 
information. In some circumstances, the police may assume this responsibility. 
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2.7 Dealing with parents and members of the local community 
 
Rumours are quick to spread following critical incidents and it is therefore important that, 
once the immediate family of those involved have been informed, factual information is given 
to all parents and interested members of the local community.  
 
It is recommended that a statement be prepared and overseen by the head teacher and the 
critical incident response team.  This statement should then be outlined to parents and local 
community members either in the form of a letter or in a meeting (please see Appendix A3 
for an example letter). Depending on the size and nature of the incident, school staff may 
require support in this from council officers.  
 
This statement should provide a brief outline of the incident, omitting any personal details of 
those involved and then focus upon organisational issues. For example, parents will need 
to be made aware of details such as whether the school remains open and if the normal 
time timetable is to be resumed.  
 
All other enquiries should be directed to a central spokesperson, either the head teacher or 
the leader of the critical incident response team, in order to ensure that the same concise, 
factual information is given to all.  
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Chapter 3:  Supporting those in need 
 

 

3.1 Typical responses to a critical incident 
 
 
Critical incidents happen unexpectedly 
 
 
 
 

Yesterday                                                                                                  Today 

 
 
 
 
They break our expectations of continuity and confront us with uncertainty. In other words 
they destroy our understanding of what will happen tomorrow, next week or next year and 
as a consequence (at least temporarily) completely change our lives. 
 
Individuals who are exposed directly to a critical incident may experience a wide range of 
thoughts and emotions including: 
 

▪ an initial psychological numbing (thought to be the mind’s way of coping with 
extreme trauma and stress); 

▪ feelings of helplessness; 
▪ guilt and blame; 
▪ rejection of, or lack of faith in, help and support from others; and/or 
▪ imprint (strong memories) of sounds, sights, smells that have been witnessed. 

 
It is important to understand that these are common reactions to abnormal / unusual 
situations. 
 
 
 

CRISIS 
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3.2 Identifying staff and pupils who may be affected by critical incidents 
 
Research (Shacham & Niv, 2005) suggests that when a critical incident occurs typically: 

 
▪ 10% of people will breakdown and be unable to help themselves, displaying very 

poor coping strategies. These people will require the greatest support; 
 
▪ 20% of people will cope well and be able to do whatever is needed. These people 

can be used to help others; and 
 

▪ 70% will be temporarily bewildered and helpless. These people are usually willing 
to listen, cooperate and follow instructions.     

 
It is necessary to identify which members of the school community, staff or pupils fall into 
which category.  This will ensure that those who are vulnerable can be offered appropriate 
support and those who are capable can be used to support others. 
 
3.2.1   Circles of Vulnerability (Lahad, et al, 2013)  
 
Schools may request assistance from the Educational Psychology Service, which has staff 
members trained to identify which individuals are likely to be most vulnerable; this is called 
a Circles of Vulnerability meeting.  Such a meeting is most effective where staff members 
who know the pupils/staff involved are part of the meeting.  In addition, the school’s Eye to 
Eye counsellor, the pastoral team and any other professional who support the school with 
pupil and staff wellbeing should also be included. 
  
Unfortunately, it is not possible to predict how people will react in advance as it is likely that 
people may find themselves reacting differently depending on the nature of the incident.  
However, usually those who are most likely to need support are individuals who: 
 

▪ had direct exposure to or were nearest the incident when it occurred; 
 
▪ are the family, close friend or are in a relationship with the persons directly involved; 

and/or 
 

▪ have had a recent similar trauma or loss occur in their lives. 
 

The completion of a Circles of Vulnerability meeting enables staff from the Educational 
Psychology Service to group pupils or staff members who have similar experiences, and 
offer Group Coaching and Coping (GCC) sessions.  Parent/carer consent is necessary for 
pupils to be included within GCC. 
 



 14 

 
3.2.2  Group Coaching and Coping (GCC) 
 
The Circles of Vulnerability meeting highlights individuals/groups who would benefit from 
different types of intervention and support.  The results of the GCC approach have shown a 
highly significant reduction in later post traumatic stress responses.  Each group includes 
similarly affected individuals and is led by two Educational Psychologists.  Pupils, and their 
parents/carers, consent to being a part of GCC.  The GCC process involves allowing children 
and young people to discuss their reactions to the event which helps individuals to realise 
that their reactions are common reactions to unusual events.  Individuals are encouraged to 
talk about their coping strategies and the next steps/future. 
 
3.2.3  The role of the Eye to Eye Counselling Service 
 
As soon as Eye to Eye are contacted by the school a response team is identified and will 
arrive at the school as soon as possible. The counsellors will require an accurate briefing 
from a senior member of staff before they commence any support. The counsellors will set 
up a support area, attend briefing assemblies and liaise with school staff. The lead 
counsellor and school counsellor will attend the circles of vulnerability meeting whilst other 
counsellors continue to support the school community. In addition to working with pupils who 
‘self-refer,’ Eye to Eye are able to work with individuals who would not necessarily benefit 
or want GCC but who have been identified as vulnerable via the Circles of Vulnerability 
meeting; Pupils do not require parental consent to receive support from Eye to Eye staff. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.3 What teachers can do. 
 
If the critical incident concerns a death then please refer to the document ‘A Guide to Dealing 
with Bereavement in Schools’ developed by the Educational Psychology Service and Eye 
to Eye Counselling Service. As well as information about loss and bereavement, this 
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document provides a useful insight into how children and young people understand death 
and grief reactions.   
 
3.3.1  Providing safety, security and support 
 
Normal routines provide security and stability at a time of stress and/or emotional upheaval.  
Children and young people often look to teachers as role models of how to deal with crisis.  
Be aware of the need to create time and space for thinking about and grieving about the 
event.  In addition, the behaviour, concentration and performance of the pupils (and adults) 
may change.  Teachers can support pupils by: 
 

• providing opportunities to talk about the incident and share thoughts and feelings; 

• providing the facts of the event.  This will help to dispel rumours that may occur when 
pupils who do not know the full story, attempt to piece together information (often 
inaccurately) for themselves;  

• discussing the appropriate use of social media, and 

• being aware of support mechanisms available in the school and that some pupils 
may need additional support which is beyond staff competence and confidence. 

 
3.3.2 Providing classroom activities that facilitate coping 
 
Individuals cope with events in different ways.  One way to support effectively can be to help 
children (and adults) think how they have been coping with the thoughts and feelings since 
the event happened, and how they have coped with difficult situations in the past.  It is 
thought that people cope with difficult situations in the following ways: 
 

• B – beliefs.  Some people will turn to their belief system to help them understand and 
process the event.  Thus, it would be helpful if there is the opportunity to write 
prayers/thoughts, talk about beliefs and if in a faith school, there may be the 
opportunity for religious worship. 
 

• A – affect. Some people will express themselves emotionally, for example, becoming 
angry or tearful.  There should be the recognition that these feelings are common 
reactions to grief and may change over time.  There should be a variety of avenues 
for expression such as, talking about thoughts or feelings, singing, dancing, sports 
etc. 

 

• S – social. Some people will turn to each other at times of challenge and find comfort 
through being with others.  Opportunities to work collaboratively, activities involving 
team work etc will support this need. 

 

• I – imagination. Other people may find their coping strategies through their 
imagination, for example, art, music, writing stories, drama etc. 

 

• C – cognitive.  Some people find it helpful to think through the event in order to 
process the information; it will be important that factual information is provided for 
these individuals. 

 

• Ph – physical.  Other people cope by engaging in physical activities, such as sports. 
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The main emphasis on activities should be to elicit the pupils’ coping strategies so that they 
can utilise them to support themselves through the difficult time. 
Further ideas for classroom activities are outlined in section 3.4.2. 
 

 
 
3.3.3 Identifying children who may need more help later 
 
Some children and young people may experience ongoing symptoms of trauma following a 
critical incident. There are three main groups of symptoms associated with post-traumatic 
stress.  These include where: 
 

• the traumatic event is persistently re-experienced in thoughts, dreams or 
flashbacks where the individual thinks it is all happening again; 

• there is persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the trauma, or there is 
a numbing of general responsiveness; and 

• there are signs of increased physiological arousal such as disturbed sleep and 
poor concentration. 

 
Post traumatic stress reaction 
 
Most people, both adults and children, suffer some post-traumatic stress reaction after a 
disturbing incident.  For example, sleep disturbance, nightmares, feelings of anxiety, 
intrusive memories of the incident, irritability and upset stomach.  Other symptoms may 
include an unwillingness/inability to talk about the event to friends and family, guilt at 
surviving or not helping others enough, heightened alertness to danger and general 
fearfulness, panic attacks, grief, distress and depression. 
 
Younger children may show regressive behaviour, such as clinging to parents, wetting the 
bed, becoming aggressive and destructive, becoming involved in repetitive play or drawing 
pictures repeatedly on themes relating to the incident. 
 
The symptoms themselves can be frightening and distressing.  However, the symptoms are 
usually short-lived, lasting from a few days to a few weeks; in the majority of people affected, 
they gradually reduce in intensity and gradually disappear. 
 
Post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
 
A few people, both adults and children, go on to develop post-traumatic stress disorder, 
which can last a few months or in some cases become severe and long term.  PTSD is 
usually diagnosed if the symptoms of post traumatic stress reaction remain intense and last 
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for more than a month after the incident.  Support should be sought from counselling 
services, GP’s and mental health teams (child and adolescent/adult) if PTSD seems to be 
developing.   
 
The right kind of support after an incident can reduce the distress associated with the 
commonly occurring post traumatic stress reaction and the much rarer PTSD.  Adults and 
children who seem to cope well in the initial aftermath of a crisis may go on to develop an 
emotional reaction some time after the event.  Staff and pupil wellbeing therefore needs to 
be monitored over time. Ongoing support, advice and information will be available from your 
school counsellor and Eye to Eye counselling service. 
 
3.3.4 Helpful / unhelpful language to use with children 
 
It is important to use language with pupils that is factual and does not offer ambiguity; adults 
often try to hide death to protect children and will use language to ‘soften’ the experience for 
children.  However, using language such as ‘passed away’, ‘gone to sleep’, or ‘gone away’ 
can leave children uncertain and potentially afraid.  For example, children may think that if 
they go to sleep then they too will die etc.  It is therefore important to be clear and concise 
with the language used.  For example, say ‘X has died’.  Be careful with the term ‘suicide’ 
as even if the cause of death is suspected suicide, this cannot be concluded until the coroner 
has completed their report as to the cause of death. 

 

 
 
3.4 After the event 

 
3.4.1 Return to school: pupils and staff 
 
The main aim is to return the school to normal functioning as soon as possible.  Routines 
provide security and stability at a time of stress and/or emotional upheaval.  Pupils should 
be encouraged to resume regular attendance.  Those who are unable to attend due to 
distress or illness may need other ways of maintaining contact with school. Liaise with your 
school counsellor as it is possible for students to be seen in the community.  
 
3.4.2 Formal and informal recognition (remembrance) 
 
After a death we can be left with a strong urge ‘to do something’ which marks the significance 
of the death and which states its importance to us.  For family members this is usually the 
funeral or a ceremony of some other sort.  It is not always appropriate or possible for school 
children to attend these occasions though, so facilitating something within the school context 
is very important.  However, discussion with the family of the deceased is advisable if an 
event or permanent mark in the school is to be created.  Some ideas include: 
 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/37/Speech_balloon.svg
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• creating a memory box or book.  Invite pupils to write a memory in the book about 
the person who has died, or place an object that means something about the person 
who has died in the box.  The book/box could then be presented to the family of the 
person who has died; 

• plant a tree in memory of the person (although it is important to recognise that trees 
need care and can die or be cut down which could cause distress in the future); 

• create a plaque or wall display to celebrate their life; 

• if the pupil was sporty, name a cup after them and hold an annual sports tournament 
to win the trophy or present it to the most improved sportsperson of the year; 

• did they like singing? Hold a cabaret event in their honour; 

• invite pupils to write poems, songs and letters to or about the person that has died; 

• hold a balloon release event where pupils attach a message to helium filled balloons 
and release them together; 

• hold a minute’s silence; 

• ask the school canteen staff to serve the person’s favourite meal one day; and 

• if the person died of an illness, raise funds to support an appropriate charity that 
works with sufferers of the illness. 

 
Honouring the Space in the Classroom 
 
In the event of the death of a pupil there will often be a physical space left in the classroom. 
This space should be acknowledged and staff will need to decide how to manage it in a 
sensitive manner.  

 
In addition your Eye to Eye school counsellor has experience and training in this area and it 
is suggested you include them in any organised events as they will be able to identify and 
support the pupils according to their individual need and advice staff on emotional support 
required. 

 
 
NB: In the event of a suspected suicide, the creation of a permanent plaque would not be 
advisable due to the messages this may communicate to the children and young people. 
 
3.4.3 Post Critical Incident Questionnaire  
 

The EPS and Eye to Eye are always grateful to receive your feedback following a 
critical incident to help us support other schools in the future. The Post Critical 
Incident Questionnaire may be found in Appendix 6. 
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Chapter 4:  Resource and training implications 
 
 
4.1 Resource Implications 
 
4.1.1 Prior to a critical incident 
 
Schools will need to identify a critical incident response team of a minimum of 3 named staff 
(please see section 2.3 for details).  
 
These staff will need to be released for a full day of initial training, as well as follow-up 
training sessions. 
 
4.1.2 In the aftermath of a critical incident 
 
Schools will need to provide meeting rooms for agency planning (with staff from the 
Educational Psychology Service, Eye to Eye Counsellors and Services for Children and 
Young People) and rooms in which to run the GCC interventions and Eye to Eye support 
 
The GCC rooms will require a clipboard or whiteboard and pens, tissues, water and Post It 
notes. 
 
A break out area is useful. 
 
Eye to Eye will need a large room and at least two small rooms or offices to support pupils 
and carry out small group and individual work (see Appendix 7) 
 
4.2 Training Implications 
 
The Educational Psychology Service can provide a full day of initial training for critical 
incident response teams, as well as half yearly follow-up sessions.  
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Schools are strongly advised to prepare plans for managing a possible critical 
incident and to use the checklist overleaf with this in mind.  The checklist should 
be considered as a working document and should be regularly updated.  A 
master copy should be kept in a central area at each school site and should be 
easily accessible to all school staff.  In particular, schools are advised to identify 
individuals with specific responsibilities and record these on the checklist. 
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RHONDDA CYNON TAF COUNTY BOROUGH COUNCIL  
 

EDUCTIONAL PSYCHOLOGY SERVICE 
 

In the event of a critical incident, should you wish to contact the Educational 
Psychology Service you should telephone one of the following numbers for 
assistance: 
 

Educational Psychology Service 
 

Rhondda Cynon Taf  Tel:  01443 744333                   
                                   
 

 
 
Be prepared to provide the following information when you telephone: 
 

• Your name and designation 

• Your school 

• A dedicated emergency telephone number (NOT the main  
school telephone number) on which you can be contacted 

• Known facts relating to the incident 

 
 
In the event of a critical incident schools should avoid dealing with the media 
directly. Schools are reminded that it is the responsibility of the Rhondda Cynon 
Taf press officer to liaise with all media interest at such times.  In some 
instances the Police may decide to use their own press office to liaise and 
coordinate information.   
 

Media and Press offices 
 
Rhondda Cynon Taff:                  01443 424007 
 

 

Eye to Eye Counselling Service 
01443 202940 

info@eyetoeye.wales 
Please telephone the number above for critical incident support 

 



 

Checklist for dealing with Emergencies and Critical 
Incidents 

 

Phase 1 - Immediate action 

 

Action Persons Responsible 
 

Completed? 

 

1. Ensure safety of pupils and staff. 
  

2. Assess situation and record briefly key known facts 
of incident. 
 

  

3. Contact emergency services as appropriate. 
(Telephone: 999) 
 

  

4. Inform head teacher, school critical incident 
response team and school counsellor. 
 

  

 
5. Ensure you have a dedicated emergency telephone 

number (NOT main school number) on which you 
can be contacted. 

 

  

 
6. Telephone RCT Tel: 01443 744333 (08.30 – 17.00) 

or Eye to Eye Counselling Service Tel: 01443 
202940 and give: 

• Your name and designation 

• Name, address and telephone number of school, 
name of head teacher or person co-ordinating 
critical incident team 

• A dedicated emergency telephone number 

• Known facts relating to the incident 

• Whether assistance is required from council officers 
e.g. Emergency Planning Department, media 
officer, Educational Psychology Service 

 

  

  

tel:999
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These actions may commence prior to an IRG meeting if there is a delay in this 
meeting being convened.  

 

Phase 2 - Short-term action (usually following an IRG) 

 

ACTION: Identify suitable staff to attend the IRG.  Follow 
actions as determined at this meeting which are likely to 

include: 

Persons Responsible 

 
Completed? 

 

1. Identify vulnerable staff and pupils and offer support. 
The EPS and Eye to Eye are able to assist with this. 

  

2. Contact families of identified vulnerable staff and 
pupils 

  

3. Record names of individuals who have been allowed 
to leave site 

  

4. Plan arrangements for rest of day in liaison with key 
staff, council officers and support services 

  

5. Identify safe area for pupils to receive support – large 
room, with small rooms and offices for small groups 
and individual support (see appendix 7 for 
requirements). 

  

6. Report known facts of incident to staff and pupils 
(where appropriate) 

  

7. Decide arrangements for the following day and the 
days ahead 

  

8. Report known facts to parents/ carers via letter or 
meeting as appropriate 

  

9. Contact Occupational Health to raise awareness that 
staff may need support on 01443 494003 

  

10. After school, meet with all staff to share key 
information and arrangements for the days ahead 
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Appendix 2: Breaking sad news: Suggested words for an assembly following the 
death of a child 
 
I have some very sad news to tell you. <Name> in <class> died on Saturday morning. He 
was crossing the road with his mum on the way to the local shop when he was knocked 
down by a car. 
 
An ambulance was called and <Name> was taken to hospital. The doctors and nurses did 
all they could to try and save his life but his injuries were too severe and he died. His mum 
is not injured. 
(If few facts are known “we are currently trying to establish facts and as soon as we know 
more we will share these with you in another assembly or in your classes. Please do not 
listen to rumours and refrain from believing all you see on social media.)  
 
If you are concerned, worried or upset please come to see me or another member of staff.  
 
<Name> was well known throughout the school for being a Manchester United fan and a 
very keen member of the football team.  
 
This is really sad news, and some of you may be feeling upset.  But we all feel things 
differently, and not everyone will feel the same way.  It is really important that we remember 
to be especially kind to each other at this time. Please stay in school, you must not leave 
without consent; there are people here who can offer you support and reassurance. When 
you go back to class, you can spend some time thinking about what I have just told you. 
Your teachers will try to answer any questions you may have.   

 
 
Appendix 3: Sample letter: Informing parents of the death of a teacher 
 

<Date> 
Dear Parent/Guardian 
 
Your child’s class teacher had the sad task of informing the children of the tragic death of 
<Name>, who has been a teacher at this school for <number> years. 
 
Our thoughts are with <Name>‘s family at this time and in an effort to try and respond to 
his/her death in a positive way, all children have been informed. 
 
The children were told that <Name> died in a <road traffic accident> yesterday. 
 
When someone dies, their family and friends have lots of feelings - sadness, anger, and 
confusion - which are all common. The children have been told that their teachers are willing 
to try and answer their questions at school, but I have made available some information 
which may help you to answer your child’s questions as they arise. You can obtain this from 
the school office. 
 
Our thoughts are with the family at this sad time. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Headteacher 
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Appendix 4: Sample letter: Informing parents of the death of a pupil 
 

<Date> 
Dear Parents/Guardian 
 
Your child’s tutor had the sad task of informing the children of the death of <Name>, a pupil 
in <Year>. 
 
They were told that <name> died following a car accident. <Name> died in hospital last 
night. 
 
When someone dies, their family and friends have lots of feelings of sadness, anger, and 
confusion - these are all common. The children have been told that their teachers are willing 
to try and answer their questions at school, but I have made available some information 
which may help you to answer your child’s questions as they arise. You can obtain this from 
the school office. 
 
When we are informed of the details of the funeral we will let you know, if the family ask us 
to do so.   
 
Our thoughts are with the family at this sad time. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Headteacher



 

Appendix 5: Critical Incident and Sad Event Flowchart for Schools 
 
A Critical Incident can be defined as an event or events which occur suddenly and 
are outside the range of common human experience.  Such events can cause 
considerable personal distress and have the potential to overwhelm our usual coping 
responses.  Whatever the scale of the incident, the effect on the individuals can be 
devastating, mentally, physically, emotionally and spiritually. In addition, there are likely 
to be significant organisational consequences. 
   
A Sad Event can be described as an event that is expected or occurs away from 
school which is not usually outside the realms of common human experience and  that 
can be best managed by counselling services and/or school staff including the pastoral 
team. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

A Critical Incident occurs that 
requires a response. 

The School will then inform the 
Education Psychology Service 
(EPS) and Eye to Eye School 
Counselling Service. 

RCT EPS 01443 744333 
Eye to Eye Counselling 
Service 01443 202940  

The Counselling Service 
will coordinate a response 
to the event as required 
and contact other services 
if necessary 

The school will inform Eye 
to Eye Counselling Service 
on 01443 202940 and 
named EP for the school. 

A Sad Event occurs that 
requires a response 

If appropriate the EPS Critical 
Incident subgroup will 
coordinate a response at the 
school and take the lead on 
briefing and debriefing all 
teams, such as counselling 
staff, pastoral teams and/or 
youth service personnel.  

If appropriate the 
counselling team will take 
the lead on deployment of 
resources and the briefing 
and debriefing of 
participating staff. 
 

The EPS will offer advice to 
school staff and signpost to 
appropriate resources, for 
example the Guide to 
Dealing with Bereavement in 
Schools. 

The EPS, member of school 
senior management team and 
senior manager of counselling 
service will attend the IRG to 
ensure that all support and 
advice is coordinated. 
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 Appendix 6 

 
                   
 
                  Post Critical Incident Questionnaire 

 
Rhondda Cynon Taf EPS 

With the Eye to Eye Counselling Service 
This questionnaire relates to your recent involvement with the Educational Psychology service 
and Eye to Eye Counselling Service around the Critical Incident at your school.  We would be 
very grateful if a member of the senior management team could complete this questionnaire 
and return to the EPS. 
 

 Yes No 

1) Did you find the EPS  involvement useful? 
 

  

2) Did you find the Eye to Eye involvement useful? 
 

  

3) Did you feel the Circles of Vulnerability exercise was useful? 
 

  

4) Do you feel the GCC group interventions with pupils were 
useful? 

  

5) Do you feel the emotional support offered by Eye to Eye 
counsellors was useful? 

  

Please say a few words about what aspects of our involvement were helpful for you 
during the recent event.  
 
 

 
Please rate where 1 is least and 5 is most useful: 

6) On a scale of 1-5,how useful was the Circle of Vulnerability meeting? 

1 2 3 4 5 

7) On a scale of 1-5,how useful to the pupils were the GCC groups with the pupils? 

1 2 3 4 5 

8 On a scale of 1-5,how helpful was our communication with your staff? 

1 2 3 4 5 

9) On a scale of 1-5 how helpful was the support from the Eye to Eye Counsellors? 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
 Yes No 

10) Is there anything the EPS and/or  Eye to Eye could have 
done differently? 
 

  

11) If yes, please tell us what the EPS and/or the Eye to Eye could have done 
differently. 
 
 
 

12) Is there anything else you would like to say? For example, are there any requests 
for follow-up input or training needs you have identified? 
 
 
 

Thank you for taking the time to fill in this questionnaire. 

  



 29 

 

 
 
Appendix 7- Eye to Eye Counselling Service 
 
Information for Head Teachers 
 
 
 

You will shortly be receiving a team of counsellors into your school from Eye to Eye. The counsellors 
 are experienced in working with young people during incidents of trauma. Your school will be  
allocated a Counselling Lead who will be responsible for the counselling team and all the Eye to Eye 
counselling tasks at your school. Can you please ensure that this person has access to relevant 
members of staff in order to secure swift exchange of pupil information and that  
they are included in all school briefings. 
 
Could you please consider the following points in order to assist them with their work. 
 

• How close friends and the wider school community will be informed of the incident and 
Include at least one counsellor at each event. 

 

• A venue and time for an initial briefing of School Staff, Educational Psychology and Counsellors. 
 

• Location of one large Drop in room which must be publicised to pupils during registration or during 
the assembly 

 

• Location of two smaller rooms for small friendship groups or one to one support 
 

• Refreshments for counsellors, tea, coffee, lunch. Counsellors will be taking breaks outside normal 
break and lunch times and would be grateful for access to refreshments. 

 

• Access to water or refreshments for pupils 
 

• Access to creative materials e.g. card, paper, coloured pens 
 

• A list of pupils who may be vulnerable due to the incident and a list of those you would now  
consider to be emotionally at risk. 

 

• Continued access to a designated staff member with whom the counselling lead can share and  
gain information on pupils needing support or presenting as a possible risk. 

 

• Location of the condolence book and how this is to be accessed. Also knowledge of any area  
where pupils can lay flowers privately if they wish 

 

• A venue for debriefing staff. This will take the form of an official end of day debriefing which should 
include the Head Teacher, Relevant Staff,   Educational Psychology and the Counselling Lead. 
Due to the impact this work has on our counsellors; we will need to carry out an emotional 
 debriefing at the close of day. The Counselling Lead will be responsible for the emotional  
debriefing of Eye to Eye staff, but we ask that space is made available for this to take place.  
If you have any questions and are not able to speak to the counselling lead at your school,       
please feel free to contact me on  

 
01443 202940    Alison Theaker 
Coordinator Eye to Eye Youth Counselling Service. 


