
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Critical Incident Policy 

 

Policy Statement  

     

Summary: 

This policy details the 

procedures to be followed in the 

event of a critical incident or 

emergency occurring, either on 

or off College premises, 

involving students or members 

of the College staff. 

 

M Houston 

Principal 
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1 Introduction  

 

Handling crises is not a normal part of College life, but they do sometimes occur. 

Some incidents, however, are of a more critical and overwhelming nature in which 

staff, pupils and parents may experience acute, even prolonged distress. A critical 

incident can be described as an event or events outside the range of normal human 

experience, of significant personal distress to a level which potentially overwhelms 

normal responses, procedures and coping strategies and which is likely to have 

emotional and organisational consequences. 

 

2 Examples of critical incidents  

 

A list of critical incidents may include:  

• The sudden death of a pupil or member of staff  

• A serious accident involving pupils and/or College personnel on or off the 

premises  

• A violent act on College premises by malicious persons, either in person or by 

means such as arson, bomb, vandalism etc  

• A College building becoming unsafe as a result of fire, flood or other incident 

• A more widespread emergency in the community, for example the release of 

hazardous substances, severe weather, flooding etc 

• Severe power loss  

• Public health threats (e.g. meningitis)  

 

3 Other events also deemed to be emergencies  

 

These include:  

 

• An incident in the community which is seen or experienced by pupils or staff  

• An incident affecting relatives of pupils which is known about in the College 

• An incident affecting a nearby school  

• Civil disturbances or terrorism 

 

4 Important factors  

 

These include: 

 

• The suddenness of the occurrence 

• The shock effect  

• The apparent uniqueness of the occurrence  

• The need for any support to be available very rapidly 

• The publicity and attention which sometimes follow  

• The need to communicate with a number of people quickly 

• The need for support for those directly affected, and for the large number who 

might be indirectly affected (pupils, teachers and parents). 
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Critical Incidents Procedures  

 

5 Introduction  

 

When schools face a critical incident, research suggests that they cope best when they 

have clear procedures and know how to use support networks. Staff need to be as 

fully prepared as possible before any such incident occurs. Many schools and 

organisations have found it useful to have a Critical Incident Team (CIT), which may 

be part of their emergency planning procedures and policies, such as evacuation 

procedures. The Senior Leadership Team will take on the functions of the CIT when a 

critical incident occurs. 

 

6 Immediate action  

 

Notify the appropriate emergency services and convene the CIT.  

 

6.1 Gather information  

 

It is important to collect as much information as possible about the incident. This 

information should be documented and kept as a written log. The following should be 

included:  

• What happened  

• Where and when the incident took place  

• Whether there is still a continuing danger  

• If the incident happened off-site, what help is required from the College  

• The numbers and names of those injured and the extent of their injuries  

• The current location of those injured, and the name and contact number of an 

adult present  

• The location of pupils who were involved but not injured, plus the name and 

contact number of an adult present  

• The name and contact number of an adult at the incident site (if off-site) 

• The name and contact number of local police  

 

6.2 Assess continuing risk 

 

Is it likely that further injuries or damage may occur? If there is a continuing risk, the 

first priority must be to safeguard the welfare of the pupils, staff and visitors. Ensure 

that any immediate action to protect people or property does not give rise to further 

risk.  

 

6.3 Brief the Critical Incident Team  

 

Additional members may be needed when the incident involves a particular group in 

the College. The Principal has responsibility for what happens in the College, and is 

therefore responsible for the actions of the support team. However, he or she may 

choose to delegate the leading of this team to a pre-arranged member of staff. The 

purpose of the briefing is to share information gathered about the incident and allocate 

responsibility for immediate and short-term tasks. The Principal should call a meeting 

of this team at least annually to update names, contact numbers, checklists and 

procedures. Written records will be kept using Critical Incident Log Sheets 
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(Appendix 1). 

 

6.4 Contact appropriate agencies  

 

In all circumstances contact the Chair of the Board of Governors. The Educational 

Psychology Service and Social Services may also be notified.  

 

7 Action within the first hour  

 

7.1 Contact the families of those involved  

 

The College will maintain an up-to-date list of emergency contacts for pupils and 

staff, and ensure it has an effective procedure for knowing who is on site. In the event 

of serious injury or death, the police will be involved and are likely to take 

responsibility for informing relatives in person. However, it may be helpful for them 

to be accompanied by a member of staff. In other circumstances, contacting the 

families of those involved should be done quickly and sensitively by the College. If 

the contact person cannot be reached by telephone, leave a brief message asking them 

to telephone a particular number. Try to avoid leaving complex messages as these can 

become distorted when conveyed.  

 

When releasing information to a wider audience, e.g. parents, prepare the information 

with care. Give the appropriate facts and express sympathy or concern.  

 

Blame and liability should not be attributed. Remember that the media may get access 

to this statement.  

 

7.2 Telephone communication to and from the College 

 

When the news of an incident reaches the community, a large number of people will 

want to contact the College for details. This could jam the main telephone line, 

making it difficult for outside calls to be made and for others to get through. If 

possible, dedicate a particular line to outgoing calls. Callers phoning the usual College 

line should be given a factual statement and reassurance that action is being taken to 

manage the situation. If further details are requested, ask the caller to leave a name 

and number on which they can be contacted. Be courteous but concise to keep the line 

free for other callers. Parents will need to know whether to come to the scene of the 

incident, or whether their child will be returned to the College or home. 

 

7.3 Inform College staff 

 

Provide staff with the factual details of the incident so that they can feel confident 

when handling questions and issues. Tell them when this information will be updated. 

Encourage staff to refer enquiries to the CIT when in doubt. Ask them not to talk to 

the media. This minimises the risk of mixed messages and misinformation. 

 

7.4 Inform pupils  

 

Tell pupils what has happened and allow them to ask questions. Decide whether it is 

better to talk to large groups, small groups or individuals. This process is often best 
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managed in small groups, by a member of staff who is well known to the pupils and 

confident in handling their reactions.  

 

7.5 Handling the media  

 

The Principal should concentrate on the welfare of the College community and the 

Principal, or a designated communication officer, will deal with press interest, which 

can be intrusive. It may be necessary to control access points to the College site, 

allowing parents in but not the press. We are entitled to say who can enter the College 

and who cannot. Members of the press should not enter without permission.  

 

8 Action within the next few hours  

 

8.1 Arrange debriefing for staff and pupils involved in the incident.  

 

The nature of debriefing sessions will depend on the incident. We might find it helpful 

to consider a different process for:  

• Casualties  

• Witnesses  

• The wider community  

 

We will also bear in mind:  

• Whether separate briefings might prevent the incident from escalating  

• The differing needs of pupils of various ages and at different stages of 

development  

• Whether all parties need to know all the facts, thereby exposing everyone to 

the same levels of stress  

• The closeness of individuals to the incident  

• Whether there is good reason to respect the confidentiality of someone 

involved. 

 

8.2 Inform the wider community  

 

Depending on the nature of the incident, we will inform neighbouring schools, 

especially where siblings known to be at other schools.  

 

8.3 Identify any inappropriate content of the College curriculum 

 

Pupils who have recently been traumatised are especially sensitive to reminders. 

Classroom material may provide sources of likely triggers. We will not avoid such 

references altogether but anticipate likely reactions and ensure that teachers feel able 

to manage them. 

 

8.4 Develop a plan for handling the feelings and reactions of others  

 

We will be alert to possible staff reactions, even among those who are not directly 

involved but for whom the incident triggers difficult emotions. Outside agencies can 

offer support and advice to staff (Appendix 2).  
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9 Long-term actions  

 

9.1 Support available to Schools  

 

If we face a major critical incident we will use the pastoral support already in place to 

support us through the difficulties. In some circumstances we will need extra help to 

provide emotional support, debriefing and counselling from the Educational 

Psychology Service or from external agencies (e.g. health trusts or religious or 

voluntary organisations). In the aftermath of a major incident, especially one 

attracting media attention, we may be inundated with offers of help from voluntary 

groups and individuals. We will need to select and manage such offers carefully to 

meet the best interests of pupils and staff. It is clear that anticipation of a critical 

incident, through basic planning and staff training, will be invaluable if such an event 

occurs.  

 

9.2 Information sharing and planning with staff  

 

College staff may feel responsible for supporting the pupil or class during a period of 

crisis. However, they also have to deal with their own emotions. A new loss may 

evoke memories of a previous one. Grief or other reactions may return for a while. In 

addition, there are several reactions connected with being a professional person 

having responsibility for the support of children and young people. Feelings of 

helplessness and inadequacy in the face of others’ grief and pain are not uncommon. 

Shock, embarrassment, guilt and a wish to push down the emotions are all natural 

reactions at such times. It is important that staff members have support networks 

readily available and feel able to ask for help. Senior staff need to be aware that these 

reactions may occur and should seek appropriate guidance from outside agencies. It 

may be helpful for teachers to discuss the difficulties they may face collectively. We 

will endeavour to maintain as normal an atmosphere as possible, therefore providing a 

stable environment that will help our pupils and staff to cope with any stress arising 

from their personal circumstances. 

 

It is also important to remember that most teachers are not trained counsellors. They 

are not expected to offer bereavement counselling. Listening and being available for 

comfort are the main skills required. However, if a member of staff feels unable to 

offer support because of their own reactions, this should be acknowledged and 

accepted, and another colleague should be considered for the role. Specialist support 

can be provided to help a group of staff come to terms with a critical incident and to 

plan their responses to pupils, colleagues and parents.  

 

9.3 Information sharing sessions for pupils  

 

Evidence suggests that when pupils are directly involved as witnesses to a traumatic 

incident they benefit from structured debriefing sessions. Debriefing can also benefit 

pupils on the periphery of an incident. This enables them to express what they saw or 

heard, how it affected them and how they feel about it in retrospect. We will usually 

handle this process ourselves. For more demanding and emotive situations, however, 

specialist support is valuable. Specialist help needs careful planning and is likely to be 

given between one and four weeks after the incident. It is essential to get parental 

consent to pupil’s involvement. 
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10 Managing trauma  

 

10.1 Introduction  

 

The management of a critical incident can result in a great deal of stress for those 

involved. It is therefore important to:  

• Acknowledge the emotional state of staff and pupils and allow time and space 

when needed  

• Acknowledge that some staff may not wish to or be able to be directly 

involved in supporting pupils  

• Be aware that the burden of support may fall disproportionately on a small 

number of staff  

• Acknowledge that the incident may act as a trigger to pupils who are 

emotionally vulnerable, even if they are not directly involved. This may result 

in difficulties in behaviour and relationships  

 

10.2 Providing opportunities to talk through or otherwise express personal 

reactions  

 

While attempting to ensure continuity and normality, staff should encourage pupils to 

talk about their feelings and be prepared to listen to them. It is helpful if familiar 

adults are particularly alert to the signals which show that the pupils are still working 

through what has happened. Some pupils may require support which cannot be 

provided in a class or small group. If needed, short-term counselling should be offered 

by appropriately trained and supported staff, possibly outside the normal timetable. 

The College has a regular Counsellor provided by EA.  Groups of pupils may be 

offered support from outside professionals who can debrief them, to help them 

understand their reactions and develop coping strategies. Parental permission should 

be sought in this instance. Staff closely associated with the pupils involved should be 

offered opportunities for debriefing and counselling. Be aware of the possible delayed 

reactions of those actively involved in responding to a critical incident. Staff who are 

co-coordinating the College’s response should be supported and scheduled for relief 

periods. Some pupils and staff may need therapeutic help for a considerable time or at 

some time after the event. New staff would need to be made aware of loss, etc.  

 

10.3 Continuing or quickly re-establishing normal routines  

 

Every attempt will be made to provide as much continuity as possible for pupils. We 

will maintain the normal College day, as far as possible, so that pupils are unsettled as 

little as possible.  

 

10.4 Formal and informal recognition and rituals  

 

Arrangements may be made to express sympathy to the families directly affected by 

the incident, for example: 

• Injured pupils can be visited in hospital 

• Pupils can be encouraged to send cards and letters. Set up a memorial area 

where pupils can leave messages of condolence  

• Plan to attend a funeral, if welcomed by the family involved 

• Discuss the desirability of holding special assemblies and memorial services  
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• Anniversaries are key times and we will ensure such times are planned for and 

handled with sensitivity.  

 

10.5 Return to College by pupils or staff  

 

Pupils and staff who were injured or distressed as a direct result of the incident will 

need significant support to reintegrate back into College life. We must remember to 

provide help to others returning to College after an absence, for example: 

• Staff and pupils on sick leave at the time of the incident 

• Anyone who missed the debriefing sessions  

• Those who were not at the College on the day of the incident and who learned 

of events afterwards.  

 

11 Implementation, Monitoring, Evaluation and Review 

 

11.1 The SLT and Board of Governors will review this policy at least every two years 

and assess its implementation and effectiveness. The policy will be promoted and 

implemented throughout the College. 

 

POLICY NO 2010/1 

CRITICAL INCIDENT POLICY 

 

APPENDIX 1 

CRITICAL INCIDENT LOG SHEET 
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POLICY NO 2010/1 

CRITICAL INCIDENT POLICY 

 

APPENDIX 2 

SUGGESTED READING AND OTHER RESOURCES 

 

 

 

Abrams Rebecca, When Parents Die, (Charles Letts, 1992). A book for young adults. 

The Author has written the book from personal experience.  

DfES Emergency Planning www.teachernet.gov.uk/emergencies.  

Dyregrov A, Grief in children (Jessica Kingsley, 1991)  

A guide to reactions to death in children of preschool and school age.  

Hindmarch C, On the death of a child (Radcliff Medical Press, 1993) 

 Kibble D, Safety and disaster management in schools and colleges (David Fulton, 

1998)  

 

A wide range of excellent resource materials and ideas for the curriculum  

 

Wells R, Helping children cope with grief (D Fulton 1998)  

Worden JW, Grief and grief therapy (Tavistock 1983) A good general textbook. 

Children aged 7-16 years talk about their experience of bereavement. Useful book, 

shows variation in reactions.  

Yule W and Gold A, Wise before the event (Calouste Guibenkian Foundation 1993) 

A more detailed review and planning guide for schools working to anticipate critical 

incidents.  

 

Books for children  

 

Two Weeks with the Queen. M Gleitzman (1989). Piper Books. Suitable for 10 year 

olds and over.  

Am I Still a Sister? A Sims. Big A Company Publications. Excellent book on sibling’s 

death.  

Grandpa and Me. M and B Alex. Lion Books. The death of a grandparent seen from a 

Christian viewpoint.  

Grandpa. J Burningham. Cape. Poignant story of a young girl’s relationship with her 

grandfather.  

Dada Maa Dies. J Jones. Blackie. The death of a grandparent in a Hindu family. 

 

Organisations offering support for parents and children  

 

ACT (Association for Children with Terminal and life-threatening conditions and 

their families) – an umbrella organisation providing information about available 

services: Orchard House, Orchard Lane, Bristol, BS1 5DT. Tel: 0117 922 1556 

Monday – Friday 9am – 4pm www.act.org.uk or email: inof@act.org.uk  

Barnardo’s – The Future Matters Project – offering work with children and families 

suffering terminal illnesses. Mersey House, 9 South John Street, Liverpool, L1 8BN. 

Tel: 0151 708 7848  

http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/emergencies
mailto:inof@act.org.uk
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Barnardo’s – The Orchard Project – offering work with children, young people and 

families affected by death. Barnardo’s Orchard Project, Orchard House, Fenwick 

Terrace, Jesmond, Newcastleupon- Tyne, NE2 2JQ. Tel: 0191 240 4813 

British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy BACP House, 35-37 

Albert Street, Rugby, Wark CV21 2SG. Tel: 0870 4435252. www.bacp.co.uk  

Child Death Helpline – a freephone helpline for anyone affected by the death of a 

child. Evenings: 7.00 pm – 10.00 pm and Wednesdays: 10.00 am – 1.00 pm. Tel: 

0800 282986  

Child Line – Freepost 1111, London N1 0BR. Tel: 0800 1111. www.childline.org.uk 

The Compassionate Friends (TCF) – A Nationwide self-help organisation for 

bereaved parents; resource library and advice leaflets. The Compassionate Friends, 53 

North Street, Bristol, BS3 1EB. Tel: 0845 1232304  

The Child Bereavement Trust – A National Charity. Support and counselling for 

grieving families and training and support for professionals . Ashton House, High 

Street, West Wycombe, Bucks HP14 3AG Tel: 01494 446648 

www.childbereavement.org.uk  

Cruse – a national organisation with regional offices offering support for the 

bereaved and those suffering loss. Cruse House, 126 Sheen Road, Richmond, Surrey, 

TW9 1UR. Tel: Helpline 0870 167 1677 Admin: 020 8940 4818/020 8939 9530. 

www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk Email: helpline@crusebereavementcare.org.uk  

RD4U is a website designed for young people by young people. It is part of Cruse 

Bereavement Care’s Youth Involvement Project and is here to support people after the 

death of someone close. www.rd4u.org.uk  

Winston’s Wish – A registered charity providing a grief support programme for 

children and parents, with a wide range of excellent resource materials are available. 

The Clara Burgess Centre, Bayshill Road, Cheltenham, GL50 3AW Tel: Enquires – 

01242515157 Helpline – 0845 2030405. www.winstonswish.org.uk 

 

 

http://www.childbereavement.org.uk/
mailto:helpline@crusebereavementcare.org.uk
http://www.rd4u.org.uk/

