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 Educational Psychology Service  

 Critical Incident support in Schools 

  

Introduction  

‘Providing support to schools following a critical incident has become an established part of service delivery for 

many Educational Psychology Services (EPSs) in the UK.’ (Aucott & Soni, 2016).   

The Local Authority (LA) Educational Psychology Service here in Plymouth define a critical incident as:  

  

 ‘‘….a sudden and unexpected event that has the potential to overwhelm the coping mechanisms of a whole 

school or members of the school community.  A serious and significant event, it is likely to be outside the 

range of normal human experience and would be markedly distressing to anyone in or directly involved with 

the school community.’ (Beeke, 2013, p. 3)   

  

The current situation with the Covid-19 Pandemic means that there is an increased risk of critical incidents 

both within school and the wider school community. This is coupled with a general raised level of anxiety due 

to the uncertainty around the virus and additional complication of ongoing school closures for most children 

and young people.  

  

Critical Incident Response (CIR)  

In the event of a critical incident, the LA Educational Psychology Service offers support to the school in order 

to appropriately manage the event. It is strongly suggested that each educational setting establish a CIR Team 

(see below) which could include the link Educational Psychologist (EP). The approach taken is based on 

research into best practice and aims to support schools to minimise trauma and manage emotional 

dysregulation, including advice and support around communication and practical arrangements according to an 

established critical incident response plan.   

A graduated approach to critical incidents would indicate support may be needed at:  

Level 1: In the event of the death of parent/carer of a child/young person (CYP) on roll and/or close family 

member of staff which may impact some of the school community.   

Level 2: In the event of the death of a pupil on roll and/or a staff member, impacting on the whole school 

community.  

 An EP will support the school in the immediate aftermath of the incident and follow up to help support with 

any issues which arise.  This is typically by a combination of telephone calls and emails and (in current 

circumstances, remote) meetings with key staff.   

Whilst no two incidents are the same, responses to critical incidents, generally, follow a recognised pattern and 

with time, most children and adults will come to terms with what has happened through a Psychological First 

Aid model and recover without the need for professional counselling. Help and support is best given by 

trusted, familiar adults as and when it is needed. The LA Educational Psychology Service will support schools to 

facilitate this and be confident in this role. It is usually only when feelings remain overwhelming over a period of 

weeks that counselling support may become a more appropriate offer.   
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Process  

When an incident occurs, it is important that schools let the LA Psychology Service know as soon as possible. 

There is one central contact point/number (01752) 305252 or email address:  covid19@plymouth.gov.uk   that 

can be used for this purpose. You will then be contacted by a member of the Educational Psychology Service to 

identify what support is required. If you wish to discuss this guidance and whether it may be applicable please 

contact:  

Plymouth City Council: Joint Acting Principal Educational Psychologists   

Clare Hetherington clare.hetherington@plymouth.gov.uk  

Hannah Hamlin hannah.hamlin@plymouth.gov.uk  

A member of the Educational Psychology Service will be available to offer support to your Critical Incident 

Response Team (see below) to help clarify the situation, identify what steps have been taken and what needs to 

happen next. This service is funded by the Local Authority.  

Critical Incident Response Team  

  

This should include:   

  

A team leader who should be:  

• A strong leader with group facilitation skills (typically a member of senior management).  

• An individual with a comprehensive knowledge of how the school and community functions.     

  

Other team members could include:  

• Pastoral staff  

• Wellbeing officer/SENCO  

• Safeguarding lead  

• A member of the admin team to act as an administrator  

• Consultation from an Educational Psychologist.  

  

The functions of the CIR Team  

  

• Establish the principles and aims of the critical incident response plan.   

• Identify the membership and role of the CIR team to all school staff.   

• Clarify the facts – what is known about the critical incident, what are the perceived or potential 

narratives in the community, including on social media.   

• Link with the family to clarify their preferences about what information should be shared.  

• Plan to communicate the information to students and staff.   

• Provide staff with dates and times of key events and review meetings.   
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• Encourage staff to identify and report stress and difficulties in managing the critical incident 

response (both personally and in each other).    

  

Further considerations for the CIR team:  

  

• How the students/staff/parents/community will be informed considering appropriate scripts to 

minimise anxiety.    

• Setting up any additional measures to identify and to monitor students’ emotional health and 

wellbeing.  

• Identifying key members of the school community who will be affected by the critical incident and 

mechanisms to support them.   

• Ensure that CYP who are vulnerable are identified for specific monitoring.  

• Provide clear information about communication route for information sharing with CIR team 

regarding concerns about staff or students.   

• Provide staff with relevant factsheets, this could include a script to share with the CYP and families.   

• Providing a focus for students to share feelings for example use of tutor/mentor groups; other 

school sharing forums.   

• Encourage students and staff to recognise that the feelings they are experiencing are normal in 

what is a unique situation.   

• Practical issues such as memorials/books of condolences.  

  

After a period of time, if there are members of the school community who are showing signs of continued 

distress the EP will discuss how he or she can support and offer appropriate signposting to further support 

where it is available.  

Specific information relating to Covid-19  

Family members of the person who has died may have particularly strong emotions around feelings of guilt as 

well as feelings of loss.  They may have been socially isolated from the person who has died, and not had recent 

or usual levels of contact.   The key focus with families is to listen to their concerns and worries, exploring the 

impact on the various members of their family. Relatively small-sounding or illogical issues may be 

overwhelming.  Are any family members feeling in any way responsible?  Are they dwelling on what they might 

have done differently, for example to protect the person who has died from infection?  Should they be doing 

anything differently now to protect other members of the family?     

Those staff in direct contact with bereaved families will need support around them to debrief and process their 

own feelings.  In particular, Head teachers will be holding and containing levels of anxiety from across different 

parts of the school community, and will need to think about where they get their own emotional support.  This 

is in part why the Educational Psychology Service responds initially to Head Teachers.  
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Further guidance: developing a Covid-19 specific Bereavement Policy (see attached)  

We have also added a Covid-19 specific bereavement policy (see additional document) which can provide a 

framework for the school to deal sensitively and compassionately with bereavement, as a result of coronavirus.   

This policy will sit alongside the direct psychological support we can provide and alongside existing policy 

guidance.    

  

Resources  

Please also refer to the Covid-19 SEND Local Offer page for the LA Educational Psychology Service distributed 

advice in ‘Looking after yourself / looking after your children’ and other documents supporting the pandemic 

response.  

Websites:   

  

Websites with information to support schools when a member of staff or pupil dies or are affected by the 

death of a loved one.  

  

Grief Encounter  

https://www.griefencounter.org.uk/  

Support for bereaved children and their families  

  

Child Bereavement UK  

https://childbereavementuk.org/   

Support for families when a child dies  

Resources to equip pupils with coping skills for bereavement, now and in later life 

https://www.childbereavementuk.org/pages/category/elephants-tea-party  

  

Winston’s Wish  

https://www.winstonswish.org/    

Support for children and young people after the death of a parent or sibling  

  

CRUSE  

https://www.cruse.org.uk   

Support, advice and information to children, young people and adults when someone dies. There’s a section for 

schools https://www.cruse.org.uk/get-help/for-schools   

  

Plymouth Employee Assistance Programme   

https://www.pamassist.co.uk   Free, confidential service available to all Plymouth employees and their families 

where schools access the service.  Accessed via telephone, email, instant messaging and online. It is available 24 

hours a day (0800) 8824102.   

  

Also  

https://www.samaritans.org/ https://papyrus-uk.org/-for 

those affected by suicide  

 

the Samaritans offer to schools 
https://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-help/schools/step-step/ 
 
Pete’s Dragons the commissioned service for suicide bereavement support 
https://www.petesdragons.org.uk/Have_you_been_affected_by_a_suicide_345.aspx 
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