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Critical Incident Protocol 

Introduction 

Schools often deal with sudden, unexpected incidents which have the potential to 
adversely affect the students, staff and community.  Sudden deaths or serious 
injuries due to accidents, illnesses, violence or abuse can have a significant effect on 
a school population.  At Scone Grammar School, we know from experience that the 
sudden death or suicide by a member of the school community can have a 
devastating effect on a school.  Other tragic events such as fires, flooding, or threats 
to the school or community can have an impact on staff and students.  Any incident 
which has a negative impact on the school and interrupts the normal flow of daily 
events can be considered a critical incident. 

When a critical incident occurs, there is little time for reflective and inclusive decision 
making. Emergency procedures need to be well known by all staff, and especially by 
those with particular responsibilities, just as fire drill procedures are known, to 
ensure that Scone Grammar School is ready to deal effectively with a critical incident. 

Critical incidents include not only those crises that occur during the school day and 
on school property.  Incidents that occur on school property after hours or away 
from school property, such as on an excursion or at a sporting event, will also 
require immediate response from school authorities. 

 

Critical Incident Response Plan 

The following Response Plan contains 10 steps. 

Summary: 

Step 1  Gather the Facts 

Step 2  Contact with Other Organisations 

Step 3  Activate the School Executive Team 

Step 4  Communication With Staff 

Step 5  Set Up Recovery Rooms 

Step 6  Talk With Students 

Step 7  Informing Parents 

Step 8  Funeral Information (if necessary) 

Step 9  Team Review 

Step 10 Remembrance Activity 

Step 1 – Gathering the Facts 

 

1. It is most likely that the Principal will be contacted by a staff member on the 
scene of an incident or informed of it by Senior Staff. The Principal should then 
confirm the critical incident with appropriate sources of reliable information: 

• Immediate family 

• Staff involved 

• Police 
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• Coroner 

• Resource personnel such as mental health workers 

 

2. Principal collects information on the critical incident, including: 

• Verification of the details via Police if necessary, 

• Identification of individuals involved, and/or 

• Evaluation of the emotional status of school community and,  

 

 2.1 if necessary, responds to the immediate safety needs of students 
and staff. 

 

3. Principal consults with the families affected to determine their wishes 
concerning public announcements and information for school staff and 
students. 

4. Principal contacts the Chairman of School Council. 

Step 2 – Contact with Other Organisations 

1. Principal arranges for all schools in the area to be informed by telephone.  The 
timing of these calls should be sensitive to the needs of the school community. 

Step 3 – Activate the School Executive Team  

1. The Principal contacts members of the School Executive Team and calls them 
together for a meeting.  The School Executive Team will implement an 
appropriate plan of action that takes into consideration both the wishes of the 
family or families, and the needs of the School. 
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The School Executive Team consists of: 

 

Principal - Media Contact 

Paul Smart   
 
Telephone: 02 6545 8095  Mobile:   0428 165 418 
 
Deputy Principals 
  
Ms Allison McPhee  
 
Mobile:  0468 824 833 
 
Mr Joseph Lynch 
 
Mobile:  0420496185 
 
Head of Primary 
  
Mr Damien Saunders 
 
Telephone:    Mobile:  0409 714 340 
 
Head of Secondary 

 

Mrs. Deanna Hollis   
 
Telephone: 02 6548 2539  Mobile:  0428 603 994 
 
The Yellow Cottage Preschool Director 
  
Mrs. Kirsty Hails  
 
Mobile:  0419394954 
 

 
The School Executive Team would be assisted in Critical Incident Management by: 
 
School Counsellor 
  
Mrs Anna Brayshaw 
 
Telephone:    Mobile:  0438 084 247 
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A sample meeting agenda for use at a School Executive Team meeting is provided in 
Appendix One.   

In brief, at this initial meeting the team should: 

• Distribute the Critical Incident Response Team Checklist 
(Appendix Two). 

• Determine what needs to be done. 

• Clarify each person’s tasks. 

• Ensure that confidentiality is maintained until information is 

shared with the whole staff. 

• Clarify family privacy issues. 

 

2. The School Executive Team notifies the rest of the staff including secretarial, 
grounds and maintenance staff and other support staff at a special staff 
briefing.  If the incident occurred during a school day, the meeting should 
be called at the next available break, i.e. recess or lunch or at 3.30pm. The 
meeting should be called by e-mail. 

If the critical incident occurred during an evening or weekend, a scripted 
telephone tree message can be used to call staff to a meeting before the 
next school day.  The School Executive Team should not discuss the 
incident on the telephone unless it is already widely known in the 
community.  Care should be taken in using the telephone tree: 

• Ensure that each person understands the message about the staff 
meeting by asking them to repeat the message back to the caller, 

• Avoid leaving a message on an answering machine/voice mail or 
with a child, and 

• Reassign telephoning responsibility for people who may be most 
affected by the incident. 

 

3. Tasks for the School Executive Team before the start of the school day, if 
possible: 

• Determine further details of the event. 

• Ensure that the predetermined media contact person is provided 
with detailed information necessary to effectively carry out the 
role. 

• Determine the family’s wishes regarding personal property if the 
incident has been a sudden death or suicide and ensure that 
personal property is secure.  For example, replace the lock on the 
individual’s locker if the incident has been a student death or 
injury. 

• Identify members of the school community that may be most 
affected by the incident and plan support for these people. 

• Assess the need for additional counseling support in the School 
and ask Upper Hunter Health and Community Services 
(Emergency Response Co-Ordinator 6542 3555) to assist in 
making the necessary arrangements. 



5 

 

• Plan the meeting to inform staff.  A sample staff meeting agenda 
is included as Appendix Three. 

• Prepare a written statement for the staff meeting. 

• Decide whether a letter will go home with students informing 
parents of the critical incident, or whether the relevant 
information can be conveyed using the normal channels, i.e. 
Newsletter. 

• Prepare a written statement for release to the media.  Sample 

media releases are included as Appendix Four. 

 

4. Tasks for the School Executive Team during the school day: 

• Supply a brief written statement for office staff to use in referring 
incoming queries or media calls.  A script helps ensure that callers 
are redirected to the official media contact person. 

• Contact other nearby schools, particularly feeder schools, which 
may be affected. 

• Activate plans for Recovery Centers and assign counsellors and 
other staff as appropriate.  Information on counselling drop-in 
centres is provided as Appendix Five. 

• Contact required outside resource people as appropriate, for 
example:  community mental health services, police liaison officer, 
etc. 

• Bring in additional support staff if needed, especially secretarial 
support. 

• Lower all flags on the School property to half-mast. 

• Prepare the letter to parents if one is needed.  Sample letters are 
included as Appendix Six. 

• Implement planning for Critical Incident Stress Debriefing for staff 
for the end of the school day, if possible.  Material on Critical 
Incident Stress Debriefing is included as Appendix Seven. 

Step 4 – Communication With Staff 

1. Inform all staff of the critical incident at an emergency staff meeting which 
has been called as soon as possible during the day of the incident, or prior 
to the start of school on the following day.  In addition to teachers, be sure 
to inform administration, teacher assistants, grounds and maintenance staff, 
laboratory assistants, support staff, canteen staff, crossing supervisors of 
the meeting.  The Music staff should, at an appropriate time, inform all 
visiting music teachers, if any are involved. A sample agenda for this 
meeting is included as Appendix Three.   

After the meeting, inform all staff who were unable to attend the meeting. 
 

2. Carefully orchestrate the staff meeting in order to assure staff that the 
team’s plans are in place.  All members of the School Critical Incident 
Response Team should attend.  Include the following in the meeting: 
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• Advise staff to deal with students at a level with which they are 
comfortable and to contain student movement. 

• Reassure staff that they will be supported in their efforts to give 
comfort to students and that additional help is available to anyone 
who needs it, staff or students. 

• Remind staff of items in their critical incident handbook which 
may be useful over the next few days and provide them with 
written directions for the day at the end of the meeting. 
 

3. Develop a plan for the day with staff:  

• Maintain a regular school schedule, if possible. 

• Cancel special activities, if necessary. 

• Carefully state the information which should be given to students 
during class discussion and provide all staff with additional copies 
of agendas for class discussions to use with students. 

• Inform the staff of the counselling services that are available to 
staff, students and parents.  In the case of a sudden death or 
suicide, consider assigning a counsellor to visit the scheduled 
classes of the deceased. 

• Identify students who are the closest friends or relatives of the 
deceased or injured and make plans to inform them with 
additional sensitivity and support. 

• Identify students at risk, those who are vulnerable to stress or 
changes in routines, and make specific plans for each student.  
This task should be undertaken by the Head of Primary / Head of 
Secondary and Dean of Students / Chaplain at the earliest 
possible opportunity. 

• The Head of Primary / Head of Secondary and Dean of Students / 
Chaplain should ensure that staff members who are absent are 
given information. 

• Head of Primary / Head of Secondary and Dean of Students / 
Chaplain should plan for informing students who are absent.  In 
the case of students who might be at risk, telephone their parents 
immediately. 
 

4. Additional staff meetings may be needed: 

• Keep staff informed throughout the day by calling short update 
meetings during breaks. 

• Gather information about student and staff needs throughout the 

day. 

• Provide staff with information about plans for Critical Incident 
Stress Debriefing. 

Step 5 – Set Up Recovery Rooms 

Plans for the designation of Recovery Rooms in case of a critical incident should be in 
place as part of this protocol.  When a traumatic event occurs, there is not sufficient 
time to carefully discuss how this service will be organised.  Specific rooms or areas 
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of the school can be designated for dealing with a potentially large number of people 
who are grieving or experiencing high levels of stress following a critical incident. 

The space provided for a Recovery Room will depend on how many students are 
likely to want to make use of it. In the event of an accident resulting in a non-life-
threatening injury, it may be sufficient to provide a counsellor in the meeting Room 
at lunch time for a couple of days. In the event of a suicide, it might be necessary to 
have several areas staffed all day for several weeks. 

 

Spaces which could be considered for this purpose in the school include:  

• Multi-Purpose Room (bookings will need to be rescheduled) 

• Library (bookings will need to be rescheduled) 

• Other Spare available rooms 

 

Some considerations in setting up a Recovery Room: 

• Individual students be allowed to take a break during the day to 
visit the Recovery Room to get support in dealing with their 
emotional reactions to the death or traumatic incident.  They 
should be accompanied by a teacher or peer. 

• It is important that support be available to students, at the 
moment they need it, in a private and supportive setting. 

• Small group counselling sessions may be helpful if personnel 
assigned to the rooms have experience and training in counselling. 

• Staff in the Rooms should have written information to give to 
students, such as the normal stages of grief and guidelines for 
how to arrange support from mental health workers.  The stages 
of grief are included as Appendix Eight. 

 

Suggestions for setting up Recovery Rooms are included as Appendix Five.  
Suggestions for grief groups are included as Appendix Nine. 

 

It should be remembered that although most overt displays of emotion will cease 
relatively quickly, grieving may take weeks or months. Opportunities for counselling 
need to be made available at regular periods for several months after the incident. 

 

Staff need their own support. They are, of course, free to use the Recovery Rooms, 
but there is also value in providing small group sessions in the Staff Common Room 
after school in the days and weeks following an incident. 

Step 6 – Talk with Students 

If students are to be informed in class groups: 

1. Ensure there is a teacher in each classroom as the students come in for the day 
or first period class. 
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2. Give information on the critical incident in a low-key and factual manner 
(Suggestions on Announcements of a Critical Incident to the Student 
Body are included in Appendix Ten), including: 

• what happened; 

• when and where the event occurred; 

• who was there at the time of the incident; 

• what happened after the event; 

• who might be seriously affected by the incident because of their 
relationship with people directly affected by the traumatic event; 
and 

• what is going to happen next.  In the case of a sudden death, try 
to have information available on the funeral arrangements. 

3. Give the students the opportunity to react, discuss and ask questions.  A 
suggested format for class discussion following a critical incident is included as 
Appendix Eleven. 

• Allow time for the students to express their feelings.  Keep in 
mind that reaction times may vary. 

• Give students permission to express what they uniquely feel.  
Listen and be empathetic. 

• Consider using activities to help students process their grief, such 

as art, poetry or creative journal writing. 

4. Once the talk seems to be over, begin the regular class routines with flexibility to 
respond to more questions throughout the day. 

 

If students are to be informed in an Assembly: 

1. Although it is recognized that informing small groups is the preferred option, if 
Assemblies need to be used then one year level can be brought together in the 
Hall.  

2. The Principal should conduct such assemblies, supported by members of the 
Executive Group. 

3. At their conclusion, students should return to class, and the appropriate notes in 
this section should be kept in mind. 

 Teachers will need to be prepared to hear some unusual questions and to 
handle these questions in a matter-of-fact manner.  They will need to 
model, by their behaviour, that the critical incident is serious while at the 
same time show warmth and understanding for all students.  Teachers 
should watch carefully for individual students who are having difficulty 
coping to ensure they gain access to help in the Recovery Rooms.  It is 
better to over-refer than under-refer.  Teachers should not try to second 
guess the level of grief of a student or staff member, as people respond 
to trauma and grieve very differently. 

 It is not uncommon for some students (especially males) to conceal their 
emotions. The impassive child is still likely to be grieving and should be 
given the opportunity to express that grief at the appropriate time. 

 Following a critical incident, a child may report other traumatic events in 
their lives such as reportable conduct.  All staff should be clear on the 
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protocol for notifying reportable conduct and be prepared to take action 
to get help for the student in areas which seem unrelated to the current 
trauma situation. Such situations should be referred to the Principal. 

Step 7 – Informing Parents 

Send a letter home with the students to inform parents of the incident, if 
appropriate.  Sample letter formats are included as Appendix Six.  These can be 
adapted for use following a critical incident.  In general, parents who are well 
informed are better equipped to support their children at home. 

Information shared in such a letter should be carefully worded to ensure that 
personal and family privacy is respected.  All details in the letter should be cleared 
with the immediate family first. 

Step 8 – Funeral Information 

In the case of a death, inform students and staff of plans for funeral arrangements.   

• When appropriate, students and staff should have the opportunity 
to attend the funeral. 

• Decisions about allowing funeral attendance should be governed 
by the wishes of the family.  Student and staff attendance at the 
funeral can provide support for the family if that is the family’s 
choice.  Students should be informed of the family’s wishes 
regarding attendance at the funeral service. 

• The funeral service can help peers understand and accept the 
death of a friend or colleague and can help to provide closure. 

• Ensure that students who plan to attend the funeral are prepared 
by helping them anticipate what happens at a funeral.  Explain 
the purpose of the various rituals, appropriate etiquette at the 
ceremony, and other topics as necessary, such as embalming, 
cremation, open caskets, burial and specific cultural practices. 

• Not all students will wish to attend the funeral. The family may 
want to keep it fairly private. A large number of the School 
community, however, will benefit from a formal commemoration 
of the death. To this end, a memorial service could be conducted 
at St Luke’s Church by the School Chaplain at a time which does 
not clash with the funeral. The deceased student’s family should 
be invited. Appropriate members of the School community should 
participate. Parents, and all members of the School community 
should be invited. 

• After the funeral and after the memorial service, refreshments 
should be provided for students and all others attending 

Step 9 – Team Review 

The School Executive Team should meet at the end of each day to share information 
and discuss progress. This may be necessary for several weeks after the incident. 

After each use of the Critical Incident Protocol, the School Executive Team should 
meet to review the events while they are still recent, preferably within two weeks.  
This will serve several purposes: improve the plans, raise staff skills about the use of 
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the protocol, and tie up loose ends and concerns following the critical incident.  The 
meeting should include: 

• A review of how well the protocol guided the actions of staff.  
Identify improvements that can be made in the school plan for 
future situations. 

• Re-evaluation of how well the actions taken as part of the plan 
were carried out.  Appropriate changes can be made for next 
time, including additional training, if needed. 

• Ensuring that counselling for School Executive Team members is 
available for staff who feel that they still need to deal with their 
own feelings about their role in the critical incident. 

• A plan to write letters of appreciation to all who helped. 

Step 10 – Remembrance Activity 

Family wishes should guide planning of a remembrance activity after a critical 
incident which involved a student or staff death.  

Students or staff may wish to express their grief and sympathy by contributing 
something in the name(s) of the deceased:  a scholarship fund, school landscaping, a 
school plaque, books for the library, construction of a showcase, or some other 
appropriate means.  Caution should be taken when establishing a permanent or 
highly visible memorial to remember a student who completed a suicide. 

• Staff may need to provide leadership to students wishing to 
establish an appropriate remembrance, as judgment of peers may 
be impaired following a traumatic event. 
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Appendix One: 

Sample Meeting Agenda for School Executive Team 

1. Share information with the team regarding the facts of the traumatic event.  
No information should be shared with anyone else until a decision is made 
about what information is to be shared and the process for notifying staff and 
students.  When this decision about disclosure of personal information is 
made, care must be taken to ensure that the requirements of the Privacy 
Protection Act are followed.   

2. Determine the impact of this particular incident on individual members of the 
School Executive Team in order to ensure that all members can function 
objectively.  Assess the likely impact of the critical incident on classes and 
individuals.  Consider the impact for anyone in the school community who 
may have recently experienced a significant death or loss.  Are there staff 
members who may require assistance in leading the classroom discussion? 

3. Determine whether there are cultural or religious implications surrounding the 
incident.  How should they be addressed? 

4. Identify school resources.  Are there other staff members who might be 
helpful additions to the team in this situation? 

5. Determine whether additional counsellors are required to provide support to 
the team and work with students.  Assess the extent of the need for 
additional resources.   

6. Confirm the overall strategy and the specific roles of the Response Team 
members for this particular crisis. 

7. Develop an agenda for the general staff meeting and prepare a written 
statement for the meeting about the critical incident. 

8. Decide whether it would be appropriate to send home a brief announcement 
about the critical incident.   

9. Distribute Critical Incident Response Team Checklist. 

 

Appendix Two: 
 
Critical Incident Response Team Checklist 
 
Summary 

• Establish facts relating to status of those affected. 

• Determine the actions to be taken. 

• Visit the Family (s). 

Detail 

• Assist Principal in preparing written instructions for staff to be distributed at 
the staff meeting: 

Facts, arrangements, roles, family contact. 

• Compile a list of staff who may require extra support because of their 
closeness to the deceased or for other reasons. 

• Assign a team member to classes where the teacher has requested this type 
of assistance. 
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• Gather and maintain a list of at risk students, including those who were 
absent and are also at risk, and review their need for further individual 
attention.  Close friends of the victim should be identified and informed prior 
to other students. 

• Assist counsellors in arranging Recovery Rooms and grief groups. 

• Recommend to the Principal those students who may need to go home or 
may require additional community mental health resources.  Ensure that 
parents are informed and that appropriate arrangements are made regarding 
travel arrangements or appointments.  Allocate Responsibilities for: 

a) Phone Calls 
b) Media Contact and Releases 
c) Information to Parents who arrive 
d) Co-ordination of normal school activities 
e) Ancillary staff 
f) Absent staff 
g) Recovery Rooms 
h) Informing student body 
i) Gathering information from Police etc 
j) Informing School Council / Chairman 
k) Informing School Community 
l) Liaison with outside agencies 
m) Briefing of key staff 

• Contact other schools where siblings, team mates, or close friends of people 
directly affected by the critical incident may be attending.  In the case of staff 
death, and with use of due discretion, all schools in the area should be 
contacted. 

• Assist in organising the school or staff’s role in visitation, funeral or memorial 
arrangements in the case of a student or staff death(s). 

• Meet after school to review the day, inform staff about arrangements for 
Critical Incident Stress Debriefing and plan for the next day’s activities. 

• Be available to discuss concerns regarding students or procedures to be 
followed with any staff member. 

• Arrange Critical Incident Stress Debriefing for staff. 

• Ensure that school records related to the student are handled in a sensitive 
and appropriate manner. 

• In carrying out any activities related to using or creating records, consult with 
the Principal regarding Privacy Protection Act. 

Appendix Three: 

Sample Staff Meeting Agenda 

1. Attendance – anyone who is not present should be informed of the critical 
incident as soon as possible following the meeting. 

2. Provide as much accurate information as possible, including: 
• Names of the students or staff members directly involved. 
• Time and place of the event. 
• Any additional information surrounding the event. 
• Names and years of the siblings of those directly affected who are 

also in the School. 
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3. Introduce the School Executive Team and any additional support people 
present and explain their roles. 

4. Briefly review the school response plan.  Provide extra copies. 

• Prepare teachers to deal effectively with informing their students 
of the critical incident. 

➢ Give directions and model how students should be told. 

➢ Encourage teachers to allow time for classroom discussion. 

➢ Provide all staff with a copy of the protocol for leading a 
classroom discussion (see appendix Eleven). 

• Clarify procedures for handling students who want to leave the 
classroom. 

➢ Students who are highly emotional should be accompanied 
to the designated Recovery Room. 

➢ Students who wish to leave the School should only be 
released to a parent, guardian or their designate. 

• Inform teachers of counselling support plans. 

➢ Identify counselling staff who will run the Recovery Rooms 
and the appropriate procedure for sending students to the 
Centre. 

➢ Clarify the way to provide counselling assistance for staff  

➢ Inform staff of any outside agencies involved in student or 
staff counselling. 

• Ask for staff help to identify students who may be at risk or need 
extra support. 

➢ Make counselling plans for all students who are potentially 
at risk of suicide or other serious emotional responses to 
the critical incident. 

➢ Direct staff to refer students who appear to be emotionally 
unstable to the Dean of Students / Chaplain/Head of 
Primary. 

• Review media policy. 
• Inform all staff of any changes to the regular school schedule or 

cancellation of normal school events. 
• Distribute Teacher and Non-Teacher Critical Incident Checklists 

(See Appendices Three A and Three B, respectively). 

5. Allow for staff changes and / or support processes to be activated. 

6. Set the date and time of a follow-up meeting. 
• Assure staff that they will be kept informed of any relevant 

information in this update meeting. 
• Follow-up meeting will provide the opportunity for staff members 

to discuss classroom experiences and report information back to 
the group. 
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Appendix Three A:  

Critical Incident Checklist - Teachers 

Teachers play a vital role in helping students or staff deal with their feelings 
regarding critical incidents such as the death of a student or staff member.  If a 
teacher is uncomfortable in carrying out the actions of this checklist, assistance 
should be requested from the School Executive Team. 

 

• Attend staff meeting and obtain all possible information. 

• Follow instructions in handout received from Principal and School 
Executive Team. 

• Request a School Executive Team member to lead the class 
discussion if you feel uncomfortable doing so. 

• Allow students to express their feelings openly and facilitate the 
classroom discussion by modelling, listening and sharing feelings and 
reactions with students. 

• Direct any students who appear to need further assistance to the 
appropriate support personnel.  Allow students to go to the 
designated Recovery Rooms.  Arrange for someone to accompany 
young children or students who are in distress.  Keep a list of these 
students and give it to the Head of Primary, Head of Secondary 
and/or Dean of Students / Chaplain. 

• Provide the names of any students or staff considered to be at risk 
or in need of counselling support to the Head of Primary, Head of 
Secondary and/or Dean of Students / Chaplain immediately. 

• Attend after-school staff meeting. 

• Participate in Critical Incident Stress Debriefing. 

Appendix Three B: 

Critical Incident Checklist – Non-Teachers 

All school personnel are affected by a critical incident such as a disaster or the death 
of a student or staff member; everyone should be clear about his/her role in dealing 
with a tragic event.   

 

• If possible, attend the staff meeting to be informed about the 
traumatic event and the plans for the school day.  If you are unable 
to attend, contact your immediate superior to obtain the information. 

• Ensure that you are informed of appropriate strategies to handle 
students’ questions or comments.  Redirecting students to teachers 
and counselling staff may be an appropriate response. 

• Ensure that you are clear on procedures for handling requests or 
calls from parents, news media and others.  Be aware that extra 
personnel may be in the school buildings, but report anyone who 
appears to be on school grounds inappropriately to Reception 
immediately to issue visitor’s passes.  Refer all media inquiries to the 
Principal. 
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• Provide the names of any students or staff whom you are concerned 
about to the School Executive Team. 

• Attend the after school meeting. 

• Participate in Critical Incident Stress Debriefing. 

Appendix Four: 
 
Sample Media Releases 
 

Sample Media Release 1: 

 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 

10 December 2016 
 

A Year 9 student at SCONE GRAMMAR SCHOOL was found dead on 8 December.  The 
circumstances of his death are not known at this time and an investigation is being 
conducted by the Police. 
 
This is a tragic loss to the student’s family and to our community.  To assist in supporting 
our students and their families through this time of grief, additional counselling staff have 
been brought in by the School to provide professional counselling services.  A letter has 
been sent by the School to parents, informing them of this incident and providing 
information on the counselling services available through the School. 
 
Students and staff who were close to the student will be attending a memorial service on 
December 16 at 2.00pm at St Luke’s Church, Scone. All members of the School community 
are welcome to attend. 
 
 
Contact: Paul Smart 
 Principal  
 SCONE GRAMMAR SCHOOL  
 Emergency Phone: 0428 165 418 
 E-mail: principal@sgs.nsw.edu.au   

 

mailto:principal@sgs.nsw.edu.au
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Sample Media Release 2: 

 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 

Monday, 24 May 2016 
 
 

Anglican school destroyed by fire. 
 
SCONE GRAMMAR SCHOOL was destroyed by fire in the early hours of Saturday 
morning.  Firefighters and the Police responded to a 000 call reporting the blaze at 3.00 
am Saturday. There were no injuries reported.  The cause of the fire is under 
investigation.  Damage is estimated at $8 million.  
 
“It is a tragedy to have lost this School, not only for our students and their families, but 
for our community.” School Council Chairman xx said.  “Schools are much more than a 
place of learning.  They are where our communities meet – for special events, to vote 
and to play.  SCONE GRAMMAR SCHOOL in particular, was a landmark in our 
community.”  SCONE GRAMMAR SCHOOL was established in 2000 and has 
undergone rapid growth. 
 
Arrangements have been made to house SCONE GRAMMAR SCHOOL’s Year 1 to 
Year 12 students at xx School for the remainder of the school year, with the addition of 
portables at both sites. 
 
The School Council will be announcing plans for the replacement of the School as soon 
as possible. 
 
Contact: E-mail:  Paul Smart 
 Principal  
 SCONE GRAMMAR SCHOOL  
 Emergency Phone: 0428 165 418 
 E-mail: principal@sgs.nsw.edu.au  
 
 

mailto:principal@lakes.nsw.edu.au
mailto:principal@lakes.nsw.edu.au
mailto:principal@lakes.nsw.edu.au
mailto:principal@lakes.nsw.edu.au
mailto:principal@lakes.nsw.edu.au
mailto:principal@lakes.nsw.edu.au
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Appendix Five: 

Recovery Room Processes 
 
Setting up a temporary recovery room (or centre) following a critical incident is an 
effective way to support those affected. Whilst in that room, students will be 
encouraged to receive a psychological debriefing process that assists recovery. This 
is a structured group process, and these sessions will be conducted by counsellors or 
trained staff. Other staff involved in the room will be expected to provide emotional 
and logistical support to small groups of students. 
 
Staff in the recovery room will include volunteer teachers, teachers trained in 
psychological debriefing and counsellor(s). Support from external agencies is likely if 
the incident is complex. i.e. Upper Hunter Health and Community Services 
(Emergency Response Co-Ordinator) 6542 3555 
 
The duration of the recovery room processes will depend on the nature and impact 
of the incident. 
 
Roles of staff: 
 
Teachers:    to monitor student welfare generally, including movement and needs. 

Meaningful activities could be conducted by these teachers in the 
room with appropriate materials (art).  

 
Trained staff:  to conduct psychological debriefing sessions for students, supported 

by counsellor initially. 
 
Counsellor:  to oversee the conduct of debriefing generally. This includes 

managing the  groupings of students, supporting the trainers, other 
counsellors & liaising with Admin.  

 
If needed these would be accredited for local services. 
 
Guidelines for Setting Up a Recovery Room 

1. Provide a drop-in Recovery Room all day the first day that news of a critical 
incident such as a sudden death is disseminated. 

2. A teacher volunteer, preferably with first aid training could be present to 
monitor the degree of distress experienced by individual students, and 
arrange for parent contact / collection Other staff will be required if the 
incident is large or complex. 

3. Students are encouraged to be in smaller friendship groups, rather than 
larger. 

4. Students attending the recovery room should be noted (for follow up 
purposes). 

5. Appropriate tasks may be undertaken in the room to assist students to 
manage their grief response in a proactive manner eg. Art work, letters, 
book, drawings etc. materials need to be available. 

6. A separate room should be provided for staff. 
7. A separate room should be provided for parents should they arrive at school. 

This will allow for effective containment and communication. 
8. The major task of the counsellor(s) and trained staff is to ensure that all 

attending students receive psychological debriefing in a structured systematic 
way. Another teacher attending could passively support each session, prevent 
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interruptions and monitor those who show significant distress. Students could 
then return to the recovery room activities. Some students may want to 
attend more than once.  

9. The support teacher could inform Reception of distressed students for 
collection or of the need to monitor them because of concerns noted at the 
school. 

10. After the first few days, a modified version of the Recovery Room should 
operate for as long as is deemed necessary.  

11. Even after the Recovery Room has ceased operation, it is important that 
senior pastoral staff should be accessible at all times. 

Suggestions for Staff in the Recovery Rooms 

• Accept all responses from students and permit them to express their reactions in 
a way that is individual and appropriate. 

• Let the students express feelings about other personal losses such as deaths in 
their families or other traumatic events.  A critical incident may bring up painful 
memories or unresolved emotions from the past. 

• Listen to the students express their feelings without making judgements.  Be 
empathetic and encourage them to discuss how they are feeling. 

• Be genuine.  Do not try to convince students that you understand their feelings.  
Say things such as “I want to understand your feelings.  Please tell me some 
more so that I can try to understand where you are coming from,” rather than “I 
know how you feel,” or similar phrases. 

• Discuss the facts about the critical incident and discourage rumours.  Ensure that 
confidential information is not revealed in discussions in the Recovery Room. 

• If the incident was a suicide or if the students mention suicide in response to 
another type of traumatic event, reinforce that suicide is always an unwise 
decision, without moralising.  Focus suggestions on other options for dealing with 
serious problems. 

• Provide opportunities for students to discuss feelings of guilt related to the 
tragedy.  They may need reassurance that they are not responsible. 

• Help students who may become fearful for their own safety and that of family 
members or peers.  Remember that critical incidents can spark disclosure of child 
abuse or other ways that students are at risk. 

• Carefully monitor the student’s response to you.  If you are feeling overwhelmed 
by the intensity of the response, seek immediate assistance from other staff. 

• Be vigilant to any expression of suicidal thoughts.  Remember that a well 
thought-out plan to commit suicide is a significant danger sign which should 
signal immediate action for staff and family.  Seek immediate assistance from 
senior members of staff, and do not leave the student alone until you have it. 
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Appendix Six: 

Sample 

SAMPLE LETTERS TO PARENTS 

 

Sample Letter 1: 

 

 

 
Dear Parent(s)/Guardian: 
 
We have suffered a tragedy at our school.  On 12 December, one of our 
students, XXXX, died suddenly and unexpectedly.  XXXX was in Year 9 XXXX. 
Our prayerful sympathy goes out to his family at this terrible time. In addition to 
our grief over the loss of this member of our school community, we are sensitive 
to the fact that such an event has an impact on other students. 
 
In response, the School has implemented a plan which allows students an 
opportunity to talk about their thoughts and feelings with trained professional 
staff. We expect that some will seek out this help, while others may not.  Those 
who do will be given an opportunity to express their feelings and grief. This is not 
intended to take the place of outside professional counselling or religious care. 
 
Anticipating that your child may have a reaction to this event, we have some 
information available to you at your request which could be helpful as you 
respond to your child’s concerns.  To obtain this material, or to discuss the 
situation and any concerns you may have, please contact your child’s tutor by 
telephone on ……….  Or by e-mail on ………….. or by fax on ………  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Paul Smart 
Principal 
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Sample Letter 2: 

 
 

 
Dear Parent(s)/Guardian: 
 
It is with sadness that I inform you of the death of a Year 2 student at our 
school.  XXXX died from injuries suffered in a car accident which occurred last 
evening. 
 
Students will have varied reactions to the death of a peer.  A wide range of 
reactions is normal in the grief process and can vary from withdrawal, to crying 
and anger.  I encourage you to openly discuss with your child their reactions 
and feelings regarding the death of XXXX. 
 
Special counselling services have been made available to students today and 
will continue to be available throughout the week and longer, if needed. 
 
If you think your child needs additional counselling support, or if you wish to 
discuss your child’s response to this situation, please contact the School Office 
by telephone on 6545 3131 or by e-mail on ……. or by fax on ………… 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Paul Smart 
Principal  
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Appendix Seven: 

Critical Incident Stress Debriefing 

Critical Incident Debriefing, also known as Critical Incident Stress Debriefing or CISD, 
has been developed as a structured intervention to help groups who have been 
affected by a critical incident.  Jeffrey Mitchell of the Department of Emergency 
Health Services, University of Maryland, developed the CISD for use with fire and 
other emergency response workers who experience traumatic events in their work. 

 

Sometimes an entire class, staff or whole school community is affected as a group by 
a critical incident.  The death of a student or staff member, a natural disaster 
occurring during school hours, witnessing of a violent crime, child abuse by a staff 
member, and other traumatic events can present the need for a group intervention.  
An adapted form of Mitchell’s debriefing method can be used to deal with such 
situations.  Such debriefings are not a substitute for professional counselling or 
psychotherapy, but an opportunity for the group, whether students or staff, to sort 
out the events and to deal with the crisis. 

 

Mitchell’s work describes debriefings as structured group discussions which allow 
individuals to express their reactions to the critical incident and to develop 
understanding of the event and their own emotions.  This process helps the 
individual to increase their own feeling of personal control.  Research has indicated 
that ongoing support is still needed by people who have experienced trauma, even if 
CISD does have a positive short-term effect. 

 

Suggestions for Leading a School Group 

 

The school counsellor or sometimes a skilled classroom teacher will be the leader of 
a debriefing for students.  The purpose of a debriefing discussion is not therapy, but 
rather education which goes beyond that provided in the classroom by the initial 
session in which students were informed of the critical incident.  The key actions 
involve the establishment of ground rules, exploration of facts, sharing of feelings, 
and learning about future possibilities.  If no staff person in the school is trained in 
CISD techniques, then the School Critical Incident Team should find a counsellor or 
other experienced person from outside the school to assist in the group.  The style of 
the leader can vary, but the qualities of warmth, acceptance, and a non-threatening 
nature combined with the ability to control the group process quietly are particularly 
helpful. 

 

Ground Rules 

The leader should set the ground rules for the debriefing session or discussion.  
Alternatively, the ground rules may be developed by the group in order to make 
them feel more comfortable.  These rules may vary, but the Executive rules are: 

 

• Maintain confidentiality (“What is said here stays here.”) 

• No put-downs 

• No interruptions 
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• Speak only for yourself 

 

In making assurances of confidentiality, the leader should remind the group of any 
limits to confidentiality such as the duty to report child abuse or endangerment.  It is 
not uncommon for the feelings of trauma after a critical incident to create a climate 
for disclosure of other traumatic events. 

 

Discussion Format 

 

During group discussion, the leader will need to ensure that each individual has an 
opportunity to contribute.  For example, during the facts and feelings portions of a 
debriefing, individuals are invited to share what they saw when they experienced the 
incident, what they have heard about it, and what they have felt.  Relating the 
material in a group “round robin” can allow the reality of the experience to emerge 
and gives each person an opportunity to participate.  The leader will have to decide 
whether to allow open discussion or keep it controlled.  Care must be taken that 
each individual has an opportunity to share, but is not coerced by the group or the 
leader.  If a student appears to need further support, the teacher should immediately 
refer them to the drop-in Recovery Room.  Managing the appropriate timing for 
discussion is another decision the leader must make.  If the session becomes 
dominated by an individual or digresses into unproductive discussion, it should be 
ended.  As long as it is focussed and constructive, it should go on. 

 

Connections to Past Incidents 

 

As the group discusses the critical incident and their own responses, students may 
need to talk about similar incidents they have experienced or heard about in the 
past.  This is a normal behaviour as part of the process of sorting out the present 
experience.  The present critical incident may be less serious than the past one, such 
as the death of a student who was not well known to the speaker bringing up 
feelings about the death of a parent. 

 

Children may disclose facts about abuse or family violence in the atmosphere 
following a critical incident, so group leaders need to ensure that they are 
knowledgeable about the protocol of reporting abuse for child protection. The 
facilitator will also need to be sensitive for underlying issues related to the critical 
incident and feel comfortable discussing them in a frank and honest manner.  The 
leader may need to provide clarification and provide a balanced understanding of the 
current crisis in the context of larger issues affecting young people in our society. 

 



 

A14 1414 

Jeffrey Mitchell’s Critical Incident Stress Debriefing  
(Adapted to a School Setting) 

1. Introductory Phase 

 

The choice of facilitator will depend on the nature of the group. In the case of a 
school staff debriefing, the facilitator may be the principal, school counsellor or 
trained community person. For a class of students, the leader will usually be their 
regular teacher.  The person leading the session should be the first to present the 
facts or any new information about the incident and should also set the basic rules 
for participation and to provide security for the group. 

Talking about disturbing events is difficult.  Providing a clear structure and an 
assurance of confidentiality is important.  The group needs to be protected from fear 
of social judgement so they can risk expressing feelings.  The facilitator sets the tone 
for the entire session during the introductory phase. 

 

2. Facts Phase 

 

The participants discuss the sequence of events surrounding the critical incident and 
the role each person may have played in the incident or in responding to the 
incident.  During this phase, each person should have an opportunity to describe the 
incident from his or her perspective.  By the end of this phase, everyone should feel 
clear about the events and realise that they are not alone in the experience and 
emotional responses to the incident.  From this, a shared perspective of the incident 
will begin to emerge. 

 

3. Feelings Phase 

 

During this phase, members of the group or class are encouraged to explore their 
feelings in a supportive context.  Each person is given an opportunity to share his or 
her feelings without pressure.  Some individuals can still benefit from listening, even 
if they are not comfortable in expressing their feelings in a group.  The facilitator 
needs to ensure that the participants all understand that feelings are not right or 
wrong; they just are. 

 

4. Teaching Phase 

 

The facilitator of the session teaches or reviews for the group the nature of normal 
reactions to a critical incident and anticipated reactions.  The group learns about 
post-traumatic responses, so they can validate the normalcy of their individual 
experiences.  Misconceptions are cleared up and the group is informed of other 
resources, such as the school counsellors.  Community resources beyond the school 
can be discussed.  A list of community resources should be made available to 
students, parents, and staff. 
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5. Closure Phase 

A debriefing can be a significant event in the life of the staff or class and can affirm 
group cohesiveness and the community sense of the school.  In the final phase of 
the meeting, the group may decide to devise some plan of action to regain a feeling 
of at least partial control over fate.  The facilitator should invite the group or 
individuals to a further discussion at a later date so that they will know that support 
could continue past this session. 

 
The group’s sense of security needs to be established by a return to a normal routine 
at the end of the debriefing session.  The critical incident has been a disruption and 
changes in routine made to deal with the critical incident further disrupt people’s 
lives.  Plans designed to provide support can themselves become unsettling.  A sense 
of hope and continuity will be provided by a return to the normal daily routine.  The 
facilitator should firmly lead the group back to the normal routine, and at the same 
time be sensitive to people who are not ready and need immediate support of a 
mental health professional. 
 

Appendix Eight: 
 
Understanding and Coping with Grief 

Grief is a process.  It is the work we must do to come to terms with loss.  Grief is not 
a single emotion, but rather it is a constellation of feelings which can be expressed 
through a variety of behaviours and thoughts.  Because there are many ways to 
express grief, there are many ways to resolve grief.  It should be remembered, then, 
that children who are grieving may show a variety of physiological symptoms and 
psychological and behavioural responses.  Since there are varying theories on the 
child’s concept of death, it is helpful to ask the student for his or her own 
interpretation of what happened in order to deal with the issues at the most 
appropriate level of understanding. 

 

The Grief Process 

Grief is a natural and normal process.  It is a physical, emotional, spiritual and 
psychological response.  Grieving is a common life process. 

 

Grief is the healthiest way to accept a loss and put it into perspective.  It helps us to 
face the reality of loss, to recover, and to grow through the experience.  The 
expression of grief may differ with each individual yet follow a broad common 
framework.  It is important to understand the process of grief. 

 

No matter what type of loss is experienced, the same process is generally gone 
through each time, although the length and intensity of the experience will differ. 
The stages of grief and not necessarily in a particular order.  An individual may flow 
back and forth between stages.  There is no set time for an individual to spend in 
each stage.  To reach a level of acceptance may take months or years. 

 

This appendix provides three resources that are useful in gaining a perspective on 
the grief process and the possible grief reactions of children and adults.  These 
include the Stages of Grief developed by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, descriptors of 
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Children’s Concepts of Death and suggested ways to provide comfort to a grieving 
child or an adult. 

 

Stages of Grief 

This is a description of the adult grief process which was originally developed by 
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross in her book, On Death and Dying (Copy in Bullock Library).  It 
is widely used in the field of hospice for dying patients.  Ross’ stages were originally 
developed from her work with dying cancer patients, but the stages have been 
generalised and applied to many other areas of adult grieving. 

 

Stage Type of Behaviour 

Shock and Denial • Appears inactive, expressionless, numb 
• Exhibits denial, disbelief 
• Feels disorganised 
• Loses appetite 

Fear • Feels terror 

• Panics in absence of parents 
• Feels helpless 
• Fears something will happen to loved one or self 
• Develops physical symptoms, sleep disturbances 

Anger • Resents others and self 
• Exhibits uncooperative and rude behaviour 
• May become angry at those trying to help 

Guilt • Blames self for loss 
• Has lowered self-esteem 
• May seek to punish self 

Depression • Feels empty 

• Appears unhappy and cries excessively 
• Yearns or searches for lost object or person 
• Withdraws, is silent 

Acceptance • Has experienced separation or loss and is able to cope 
• Feels hopeful 
• Reorganises life and focuses on the present 

 

Although considered a classic for adults, children’s grieving is not commonly 
described with the same adult stages.  Terese Rando uses different descriptors for 
the stages of grieving for children in her book, Grief, Dying and Death (Copy in 
Bullock Library): 

• Avoidance 

• Confrontation 

• Reestablishment 
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Children’s Concepts of Death 

This is a commonly accepted description of children’s concepts of death at different 
ages.  Children develop at different rates and may not fit these categories exactly.  
Different cultures vary in their concepts of death as well as in their methods of 
grieving. 

 

• 3-5 Years Old 
These children do not yet accept death as a permanent process.  Death is seen 
as an ending.  They fear separation and abandonment more than death.  
Children may feel mad or sad that someone is not coming home.  They often ask 
questions such as “When will grandma come back?” 

 

• 5-9 Years Old 
Children of this age are beginning to understand that death is very concrete and 
irreversible.  They may fear darkness and being alone.  They know the body 
decays, but believe the spirit still lives.  Talk openly to clear up misconceptions 
and lessen fears.  Reassure children that they will be looked after and accept that 
their level of conceptual understanding necessitates a concrete view of death. 

• 10-14 Years Old 
Children are beginning to understand and accept a mature, realistic explanation 
of death as final and inevitable.  They are developing their independence from 
parents but are not yet fully established individuals.  Consequently, a death, 
especially of a peer, can cause considerable distress based on a fear for their 
own security.  They may refuse to believe they are mortal. 

 

• 15-18 Years Old 
Teens are aware of complex social issues.  They are moving to a more abstract 
level of thinking and yet their tendency is to react, especially in the death of a 
person, in a highly dramatic, intense fashion, with a reliance on personalised 
rituals, symbols, etc.  Their energy can appear to come in great spurts and the 
responses can be unpredictable. 

 

Adult Concepts of Death 

The variety of grief responses in adults is extensive, largely due to how previous 
losses have or have not been resolved.  It is important to remember that culture 
plays an important role in how the experience of death is expressed and resolved. 

 

Suggested Ways to Provide Comfort 

 

To comfort a grieving child: 

• Be yourself.  Show your natural concern and sorrow in your own way and own 
words. 

• Be there.  Spend time with the child walking, reading, and talking.  Spend some 
time with the child away from the group. 
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• Listen.  Be sure to have good eye contact.  Use simple direct words.  Let the 
child be angry or express other feelings. 

• Explain things.  Give information about what is going to happen.  Keep 
promises made.  Be as predictable as possible. 

• Comfort the child.  Don’t assume that a seemingly calm child is not sorrowing.  
If you can, be a friend to whom feelings can be confided and with whom tears 
can be shed. 

 

To comfort a grieving adult: 

• Be there.  Attend the funeral, visit, call and spend time with those grieving.  
Particularly after the initial attention subsides, bring food, do errands. 

• Listen.  Grieving people need to talk about the sudden vacuum in their lives.  
Allow them to know that you wish to hear about their experiences.  Do not force 
conversation, allow the grieving person to lead.  Do not attempt to tell the 
grieving person how he/she feels.  Ask (without probing), but realise you can 
only know what you are told. 

• Avoid talking to others about trivia in the presence of the recently grieving 
person, even if this is done to distract the bereaved. 

• Do not take away pictures, clothing, student belongings and/or desk too quickly.  
Acknowledge the death. 

• Send a note.  Notes can share personal memories, short and simple. 

• Give a gift.  Donate a collection of poems, a book to the library in memory of 
the deceased, a gift to a related charity. 

• Extend an invitation.  Consider what the person likes to do.  Bereaved people 
often decline invitations or cancel at the last minute.  Do not give up.  Ask again.  
Do not forget the person after time has passed. 

• Encourage the postponement of major decisions.  Whatever can wait 
should wait until after the period of intense grief. 

 

Appendix Nine: 

Guidelines for a Grief Support Group 

In some instances, schools may decide to set up a grief support group which will 
meet on a longer term basis following the death of a student or other person in the 
school community.  The school may choose to call on community agencies or handle 
the process internally.  The following suggestions are designed for schools who wish 
to establish their own grief support groups.  When counselling staff decide to set up 
a group of students to meet together, they might want to consider focusing on some 
of the following topics: 

• Assuring the students that it is normal to have feelings of anger, guilt or fear. 

• Planning acceptable activities to respond following a death such as appropriate 
ways of communicating with the family of the deceased or visiting the injured or 
in hospital. 

• Encouraging students to recall personal memories and in particular, positive 
experiences involving the person who died. 

• Sharing feelings about how this death connects to other losses in their lives. 
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• Discussing the stages of grieving. 

• Encouraging students to involve their peers who may need support and/or 
counselling. 

Grief group meetings should be brought to a close when appropriate.  Some students 
may need continued individual counselling on a one-to-one basis.  The group may 
need to convene for a brief meeting if future events require it.  In some instance the 
anniversary of a critical incident calls for such a meeting. 

Additional support may need to be arranged for some members of the group to get 
ongoing support.  Throughout the life of the grief support group, facilitators need to 
identify students with chronic problems around the issue of suicide or other self-
destructive behaviours and obtain additional services to meet their more serious 
needs. 

Appendix Ten: 

 
Announcement to the Student Body 
 
The manner in which a critical incident is announced to the students can have a 
major impact on the emotional responses of the whole school community.  Before 
making the announcement of a traumatic event, such as an accident or sudden 
death, which is not already widely known in the school or community, the Head 
should consider some important issues: 

• Ensuring that the families’ right to privacy is respected. 

• Making the announcement simultaneously (by concurrent classroom 
announcements) so that all students in the building will hear about it at the same 
time. 

• Reducing potential for creating a highly charged emotional climate by informing 
students in their regular classroom setting. 

• Carefully wording the content of the announcement and providing written copies 
to teachers to use in their classrooms. 

• Gauging the reactions of the student body to hearing of the tragedy. 

It is important to inform students as soon as possible.  Delaying a formal 
announcement may make the situation worse, as rumour can add another dimension 
to the existing problem.  Students may feel that a delay communicates a lack of 
concern and sensitivity by the school staff.  It is important to communicate that the 
staff cares about the people affected by the critical incident and to model 
appropriate concern. 

 

Making the Announcement 

• Use a straightforward sympathetic announcement of a loss with a simple 
statement of condolence.  In the case of suicide, respect the wishes of the 
family.  Use some discretion regarding any details of the critical incident.  Be as 
truthful as possible when responding to the questions of students, but keep in 
mind that early information available about a traumatic event may not be 
accurate. 

• Use a classroom setting to announce a critical incident.  Do not use the public 
address system. If it is decided to use an assembly to make the announcement, 
remember that it is harder to control students in a large group, it is not possible 
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to gauge individual student reactions, and it is difficult to meet the needs of 
students in such a large group.  Holding an assembly may seem to glorify events 
which should not be glorified, such as suicide. An assembly must be followed by 
a return to class in which individual attention can be given to the needs of 
students. 

• After the announcement in the classroom, allow sufficient time for students to 
begin to discuss their feelings in the classrooms. 

• Assure students that they will be kept informed as information is available. 

 

 

Sample Announcements 

Announcements of tragedy are like any other form of personal communication; they 
should be simple, straightforward and unique.  These examples can give a general 
idea.  They are not intended to be “fill-in-the-blanks” forms.  Staff who know the 
student or students involved and the school community can give the personal touch 
that is needed at such a time. 

After the actual announcement, students should be assured that they will have a 
chance to talk about the critical incident. 

 

After a suspected suicide…. 

“A tragedy has happened. Sally Xcvver, a Year 8 student has died suddenly.  Details 
of Sally’s premature death will not be released to protect the privacy of family 
members.  You will be given information about funeral arrangements as soon as 
possible. 

This kind of tragic news is hard to accept.  You may experience many feelings within 
the next few days.  Everyone deals with loss differently.  It is important to respect 
the way others grieve.  Counsellors are available in The Bullock Library.  Feel free to 
go and talk to the counsellors.  They want to listen to your feelings and concerns.” 

 

After a known fatality…. 

“We are taking this time to think about Anne Xcvver, a Year 9 student who died last 
night in a car accident.  Anne was travelling with her family on the New England 
Highway.  We do not know any details about the accident at this time except that 
the rest of the family is safe and no one is seriously injured.   

Anne’s funeral is being held at St Luke’s Anglican Church on Thursday afternoon.  A 
funeral is a special time to remember someone who has died.  The School will let 
your families know about the specific time and address of the Church in a written 
note which will be sent home tomorrow. 

Let’s take a moment of silence to think of Anne, to remember all the good things 
about her, and to say goodbye.  In our silence we will send her our loving thoughts.” 

 

After a fire in a feeder school…. 

“Last night a very frightening thing happened in our community.  Xcvver School was 
destroyed by fire.  Many of you attended Xcvver School when you were younger and 
some of you may have brothers and sisters who attend there now. 
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Luckily, no one was hurt in the fire.  But schools are more than just buildings.  We all 
have feelings about a school that go beyond the actual walls and roof.  Many hours 
of your childhood were spent there.  You will have lots of memories connected with 
the building and you should not be surprised if you feel sad or angry about this 
happening.  Your brothers and sisters who attended Elm Street may be quite upset 
about the changes that this will mean for them, and they may experience fears 
because the school was a place of safety for them. 

The police and fire departments have informed us that they do not yet know how the 
fire started, but we will let you know any facts that are communicated to us as soon 
as possible.” 

 

Appendix Eleven: 

 

A Suggested Format for Class Discussion 
 

School is a place where learning takes place, where it is safe to ask questions and 
obtain factual information.  Adults frequently attempt to insulate children from the 
realities of death or other tragic events.  But children have the capacity to cope with 
stronger feelings of loss than many of us realise.  If children sense that parents and 
teachers are hiding something, their suspicions can lead to fears and fantasies that 
are more problematic for them than the truth.  A teacher’s expression of sorrow in 
class conveys to students that strong emotions are natural and that mourning does 
not have to be hidden away.  In addition, when students are allowed to grieve in a 
supervised setting they can have the comfort and reassurance they need which will 
serve them well when they must deal with subsequent trauma related situations.  
When people are able to share their feelings and experiences when confronted with 
tragedy, they feel less helpless and less alone. 

 

Advice for Teachers 

The following general principles can be helpful when working with students of all 
ages: 

• It is important to acknowledge the reality of the critical incident and your 
willingness to talk about it. 

• Be simple and straightforward.  Discuss death or other tragedy in terms the 
students can easily understand. 

• Give the facts regarding the critical incident in a concrete, clear and accurate 
manner.   

• Express your own feelings in an open, calm way which encourages students to 
express their grief and fear.  Some students choose not to talk; the discussion of 
the events strike them as a source of more pain or fear and some have a hard 
time verbalising their feelings.  These students should not be pressured to talk. 

• Be sensitive to possible cultural differences in methods of grieving. 

• Project confidence and calmness.  Be encouraging and reassuring. 

• Listen, acknowledge the loss or fear and have a non-judgemental attitude. 

• Be patient.  Many times, because of their need for reassurance, young children 
will repeat the same questions.  Older children may repeatedly tell about the 
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relationship and reconstruct the loss.  Repetitions of this sort are part of the 
normal grieving process. 

• Be prepared for any student(s) who may feel the need to discuss unpleasant 
features of the relationship.  Anger directed toward the deceased person is one 
of many normal responses to loss. 

• Students who may have had recent conflict with the deceased may be 
particularly affected.   

• Assess the meaning of the loss for each child.  Pay close attention to those 
children who have experienced other recent deaths or losses and to those who 
have emotional problems. 

• Expect regressive behaviours such as fear of being left alone.  Expect physical 
complaints such as stomach aches and headaches. 

• Be aware that both children and adults find it natural to show their empathy 
during grieving through physical contact such as hugging or touching on the arm.   

• Avoid imposing your own theology and/or personal beliefs. 

• Assess which students are in need of additional support and refer them to the 
designated Recovery Room for individual assessment and counselling.  Have 
someone accompany them to the Centre. 

 

The Class Discussion 

There is no right way to talk about death or other tragedy.  The following statements 
are only examples to guide your class discussion of the critical incident.  Classroom 
discussions will vary in length depending upon whether the critical incident occurred 
at school where students may have witnessed some aspect of the event, the age of 
the students, and their emotional involvement with the injured or deceased.  Some 
discussions may be as brief as a few minutes, while others will continue for an entire 
class period. 

 

Beginning Script 

1. “Something very sad has happened.  Lenny Xcvver, a Year 7 student, has 
died in a car accident.  This kind of news is hard to accept.  You will probably 
have many feelings, now and in the days ahead.  You could be sad, angry, 
confused, depressed, afraid, or have no feelings at all for some time.  When 
I’ve felt like this, it has helped me to talk to someone.  Sharing my feelings 
made it easier, although not less painful, to deal with the tragedy.  If you’d 
like to talk about the situation, I’d be glad to take time to do that.  I’ll try to 
answer any questions as well as I can. 

2. Encourage children to share their own memories related to the critical 
incident.  “What are some of the things you want to remember about 
Westlake Primary School?” 

 

Responding 

3. Acknowledge that a wide variety of feelings are normal.  There is no right 
way to react to a tragedy.  Feelings will vary from student to student and will 
change over time.  Some possible responses include: 
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• “Some of you feel angry that Lenny died.  What can you do with your 
angry feelings?” 

• “It’s okay that some of you are very scared or angry as a result of 
hearing about this fire at the primary school and some only a little sad 
or scared.” 

• “Because Lenny died, you may be reminded of others that you cared 
for who have died.” 

• “It’s okay to forget about Lenny sometimes when you work and play.” 

• “It’s okay to cry – it’s alright.” 

4. Acknowledge that you don’t possess all the answers.  Often there is more 
comfort from an honest, “I don’t know why,” than from an attempt at 
explanations that don’t sound credible. 

5. Acknowledge the various religious or cultural beliefs that may be expressed. 

 

Concluding 

6. Focus on the strengths and supports the students have to get the help they 
need: 

• The support that comes from sharing feelings of grief or fear with 
others. 

• The student’s support network, such as family, significant adults, 
teachers, counsellors.  Have each student think of someone he/she 
can go to for support. 

• The student’s individual strengths which provide self-support. 

7. Talk about the natural healing process.  “Over time the pain of missing Lenny 
won’t hurt so much.  That’s the way it should be.  It doesn’t mean that you 
loved Lenny any less.” 

8. “Class is almost over, and it seems there’s more to talk about.  Perhaps we 
can set aside some time tomorrow.” 

9. Give information about the designated Recovery Room.  “Designated 
counselling areas where you can go to talk about your feelings are available.  
The designated Recovery Room will be located in The Bullock Library for the 
next three days.  You can use the designated Recovery Room whenever you 
like.  The people in the Room want to help you.  They will listen to your 
feelings and concerns.  They want to try to help you.” 

10. It is helpful to channel the feelings of the class into appropriate expressions 
of concern.  It may provide comfort for students to feel they have 
participated in some overt act to express their feelings and reach out to 
grieving families affected by the critical incident.  Teachers will need to use 
their own judgement to guide the appropriateness of student activities, and 
they may need to be cleared with the Principal. 
 

Statements to Avoid 

11. Avoid euphemisms for death such as “passed away,” “gone,” or “sleep” which 
may confuse or frighten a child. 
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12. Avoid the general statement, “If you need anything,” It is better to say 
“Would it help if I…?” Students may find it difficult to verbalise their own 
needs and will require assistance to find a way to describe the support they 
want. 

13. Avoid saying “I know just how you feel.”  It is more empathetic to say “You 
must be having a lot of feelings right now…” 

14. Avoid blaming or judging. 

 

The Classroom Discussion in the Event of a Suicide 

Most students over eight years of age are old enough to understand the suicidal act.  
Children and teens often have romantic fantasies about death which must not be 
encouraged.  Helping adults should be truthful, but not dwell on the details of how 
the student took his or her own life. 

 

This type of sudden loss may bring with it a heavy overlay of guilt, shame, self-doubt 
and self-blame as well as feelings of anger, betrayal and rejection.  Teachers should 
be prepared to encounter and validate these expressions.  Bereavement and 
mourning can be more intense and extreme in the case of a suicide.  School 
counsellors, who have been trained in suicide prevention, should have a key role in 
providing support to staff and students. 

 

If the family has agreed that the death was a suicide, it is appropriate to use that 
term.  If not, the class discussions will need to be conducted as for a sudden death. 

 

Possible Script Following a Suicide 

1. “A very sad thing happened today.  Terry Stone, a Year 9 student has 
committed suicide.  Details of the death will not be released to protect the 
privacy of his family.  This kind of news is hard to accept.  You will probably 
experience many feelings within the next while.  You may feel sad, angry, 
confused, numb, depressed or even guilty.  This was Terry’s choice and it is 
important to remember that he is responsible for making the decision to kill 
himself.” 

2. “You are not responsible.” 

3. “This kind of death does not need to happen.  Studies suggest that at the 
moment of suicide, individuals think that death is the only way out.  Although 
it may not seem possible, feelings and circumstances can change.  Many 
people when they feel unhappy or unloved think about hurting themselves.  
But there are many better options.  There are people who can help.” 
Students can be reminded about the Recovery Rooms currently operating in 
the school, as well as the ongoing support that is available through the school 
counsellor or community mental health services. 

4. “Some people who commit suicide believe that people will care more about 
them after they are dead, than when they are alive.  This is not the case.” 

5. At the end of the discussion, help students understand the importance of 
talking to someone when they feel despondent.  Elicit suggestions from the 
class as to whom they would talk to and ask each individual student to 
privately think of those people to whom they could turn. 
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6. Students should be reminded to anticipate rumours and misinformation and 
that they should not automatically believe anything they hear. 

7. For younger children and pre-adolescents, it is important to confirm the fact 
that any death, including suicide, is final and irreversible. 

 

Communication with Individual Students 

Certain students may require individual attention.  Students who are considered high 
risk need to be identified and offered help at the time of the incident.  It may also be 
necessary to provide these individuals with support on an ongoing basis.  Check in 
with students who would be considered to be high-risk on a regular basis, 
particularly at high risk times.  High risk times include anniversaries of a previous 
death, birthdays, holidays, expected graduation date, etc. of the deceased student 
and the high risk student’s birthday. 

The following descriptors are helpful in identifying a high risk individual: 

• Participated in any way with a suicide or accident. 

• Knew of suicide attempt or potential attempt and did not try to stop it. 

• Feels guilty about things they said or did to the deceased prior to the 
death. 

• Had recently punished or threatened to punish the deceased for some 
misdeed; did not take a suicide threat seriously, or had been too busy 
to talk to a victim who asked for help. 

• Were relatives, best friends, self-appointed therapists or those 
mentioned in a suicide note? 

• Identifies with the victim’s situation, has a history of suicidal threats or 
attempts, or is desperate and now considers suicide a viable 
alternative. 

 

Appendix Twelve: 

 
Advice for Parents 
 
When Does the Hurting Stop? (Copy in Bullock Library) 

A Parent Guide for Assisting Young Children Through Trauma and Loss 
 

Possible reactions by children under age six 

Disruption of family routines can make children irritable, angry and confused, or 
quiet and withdrawn.  They long for things to be as they were.  Some behaviours 
include:  whining, wetting themselves, asking to be fed or dressed, not allowing 
parents out of their sight, terrified of crowds and a need to be continually held. 

 

Children who cling to their parents are expressing fears of separation in a very 
natural way.  Because their security has been threatened (trauma, loss-death, 
separation) they are trying to prevent anything from disrupting their feeling of being 
safe and protected.  Security and comfort are provided by attaching to special 
blankets, animals, etc. or habits such as thumb sucking and nail biting. 
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How you can help: 

• Understand your child’s regressive behaviour is normal and usually 
temporary. 

• Try not to overreact.  Relax.  Over concern, nagging and punishment 
often cause undesirable behaviours to last longer. 

• Acknowledge, encourage and praise appropriate and positive behaviour. 

• Spend extra time with your children.  Show them they are understood 
and loved and that you are not upset by their regressive behaviour. 

• Clinging children need to know that you will come back.  Be patient.  
Leave when necessary but do not go without telling them where you are 
going and that you will return.  Give lots of extra praise, love and 
attention. 

• Keep the family together, especially in the early days after a traumatic 
event such as disaster or loss.  It is natural to want to protect your 
children and send them away from unpleasant situations, but this may 
add to their fears, not lessen them.  Children need their parents or 
familiar adults around them as much as possible. 

• Return to regular family routines as soon as possible.  This includes re-
establishment of bedtime schedules and having playmates over.  Familiar 
routines are comforting for a child. 

 


