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POLICY FRAMEWORK  /  SCHOOL-EDITABLE TEMPLATE
Critical Incident
Response Policy
A practical school response, grounded in Navigate’s five strands.
	POLICY CONTROL
	SCHOOL DETAILS

	School / setting
	[School or setting name]

	Trust / local authority
	[Trust, local authority or governing body]

	Policy owner and deputy
	[Name, role and deputy]

	Approved / next review
	[Approval date]  /  [Review date]

	Out-of-hours activation contact
	[Telephone / route, including holidays]



Before adoption: Complete every [bracketed field], check local procedures and contacts, and agree how this policy connects to the school’s emergency plan, safeguarding policy, staff communications, and relevant Trust/local authority arrangements. Store a copy where leaders can access it outside the school site.
1. Purpose and scope
A critical incident is an event that may be traumatic for children or adults and disrupts the school community’s ability to function as usual. It may involve a sudden death, serious accident or injury, violence, a major community event, significant threat or another event with widespread impact. An event affecting one learner or member of staff may also require this coordinated response where its impact is substantial.
Our response will protect immediate safety, provide accurate information, support affected people, preserve dignity and maintain access to education and specialist help. We will coordinate with emergency services, safeguarding partners and the Trust or local authority rather than attempting to replace their responsibilities.
This policy operates alongside [safeguarding and child protection], [health and safety and emergency procedures], [data protection], [ALN/SEND and accessibility], [attendance and educational continuity], and [media and online communications] policies. Incident-specific specialist protocols are activated separately when required.
2. Our five strands in practice
In every phase of response, leaders will test decisions against the same question: What does our school community need to be able to access safety, support and a credible way forward?
	STRAND
	SCHOOL COMMITMENT
	CHECK IN PRACTICE

	Emotional Safety
	Clear, respectful and predictable communication. Trusted adults respond without blame, public questioning or speculation.
	Does each person know what is confirmed, what happens next and who can help?

	Safe Spaces
	Practical protection, supervised support areas, accessible routines and space to regulate without being isolated.
	Can affected people access somewhere physically and emotionally safe?

	Self-Belief
	Preserve dignity, avoid deficit labels and create manageable opportunities to participate successfully.
	Have we made the next step achievable without expecting people to perform recovery?

	Opportunity
	Keep routes into learning, connection, adjustments, family communication and specialist help open.
	Who is missing out because the available support is difficult to access?

	Hope
	Offer honest updates, specific next steps and sustained relationships, including when answers are uncertain.
	What can we responsibly say or do today that makes tomorrow more manageable?



The five strands are Navigate Education’s practice framework. This policy also draws on the evidence-informed critical incident resources of the UK Trauma Council, which describe safety, calm, connection, control and hope as supportive conditions for recovery.
3. Preparation and activation
3.1 Before an incident
· Name a Critical Incident Response Team (CIRT) with deputies, an out-of-hours route, and a secure location for contact lists, plans and decision records.
· Check procedures for off-site trips, transport, holiday periods, school closures, pupils with individual emergency arrangements and communication where the normal systems are unavailable.
· Identify how families, pupils and staff can receive accessible information, including preferred languages, visual formats and ALN/SEND adjustments.
· Brief staff on factual recording, information boundaries, how to support distressed learners and the importance of not requiring people to recount traumatic experiences.
· Agree contact pathways with [Trust/LA], [safeguarding partners], [Educational Psychology or other support], [police liaison where applicable] and [media support].
3.2 When the policy is activated
The [Headteacher/Principal or delegated senior leader] decides when to activate the response, records the time and reason, convenes the CIRT and ensures immediate safety procedures are underway. If the incident directly affects the usual lead, responsibility transfers to the named deputy. Decisions remain subject to instructions from emergency services and relevant authorities.
	CIRT FUNCTION
	KEY RESPONSIBILITY
	LEAD / DEPUTY

	Incident lead
	Coordinates decisions, chairing, agency liaison and review times.
	[Name / deputy]

	Safety and operations
	Account for people; site and trip arrangements; first aid; staffing, transport and continuity.
	[Name / deputy]

	Safeguarding and support
	Identifies those directly affected; urgent concerns, adjustments and follow-up.
	[Name / deputy]

	Family liaison
	Single respectful route to directly affected families; coordination with authorities.
	[Name / deputy]

	Communications
	Staff, learners, parents/carers, wider community; agreed wording and access formats.
	[Name / deputy]

	Media and digital
	Press enquiries, site boundaries, online communication and misinformation.
	[Name / deputy]

	Factual log and records
	Time-stamped factual and decision log, contact record and secure storage.
	[Name / deputy]

	Team support
	Relief, breaks, wellbeing and handover for adults carrying the response.
	[Name / deputy]



4. Immediate response: the first hours and 24 hours
4.1 Establish safety and the facts
· Activate the applicable emergency plan, check everyone’s whereabouts and respond to immediate medical or safeguarding concerns. Consider people on trips, off site or absent.
· Establish who is authorised to confirm information; check with emergency services and investigating agencies what may be shared. Do not announce a death or identify an affected person before appropriate confirmation and notification of family.
· Start a contemporaneous, secure log recording time, source of information, what is known, what remains unverified, decisions, reasons, ownership and next review. Preserve original evidence; do not investigate or interview witnesses on behalf of police.
· Agree the next decision meeting. Where information remains uncertain, document the uncertainty rather than filling gaps with assumptions.
4.2 Agree the communication sequence
· Coordinate initial contact with those directly affected and their families through the appropriate agency or named liaison. Avoid multiple calls from different school staff.
· Brief staff before they are expected to help learners; distinguish confirmed facts from information that must remain private or unverified.
· Share age-appropriate information in small, familiar groups where possible, with a trusted adult and a clear route for follow-up questions. Make arrangements for pupils absent or in alternative provision.
· Provide parents/carers with a factual update, the support available, arrangements for the next school day and the time of the next update, even if there is no further news.
4.3 Make the often-overlooked operational decisions
· Check who needs cover, who is directly affected, who should not be leading sensitive discussions, and who can relieve response-team members.
· Decide whether the school remains open, whether lessons, trips, assessments, transport or collection arrangements need adjusting, and who communicates any changes.
· Set up supervised support spaces, refreshments, access to toilets, sensory adjustments and safe ways for pupils to leave and re-enter lessons.
· Consider the end of the day: who may return to limited support at home, who needs a safe collection plan, and who will make contact the following morning?
	BEFORE CLOSING THE FIRST RESPONSE MEETING
Confirm five named owners: family contact; staff and learner communication; safeguarding and support; school operations; factual record and next review. The first 24-hour checklist should be held alongside this policy.


5. Communication without adding harm
Directly affected families
The family liaison lead will establish a dependable and sensitive point of contact, guided by the family’s wishes and any restrictions from the authorities. We will ask what the school can share, how the person wishes to be referred to, who should contact them, and when contact would be welcome. We will not assume that all family members have the same information or preferences. We will not pressure families to speak to the media or to agree to school commemorations.
Staff and adults working with the school
Staff will receive the agreed facts, boundaries on discussion, immediate expectations, who is coordinating support and how to seek cover or assistance. Include supply staff, contractors, peripatetic staff, transport and lunchtime teams where relevant. Staff should not be expected to deliver difficult news without preparation or support.
Children and young people
Use plain, truthful, developmentally appropriate language and avoid euphemisms that create confusion. Tell pupils what is known, what is uncertain, how the school will support them and who they can speak to. Offer the chance to ask questions privately or later. Do not require public disclosures, group retellings, tribute-writing or displays of emotion. Adults should notice the different ways distress may appear without assuming the same response from everyone.
Parents, carers and the wider community
Provide a measured written update through the usual channels. Make it accessible to families who need translation, adapted formats or a telephone contact. Clarify practical school arrangements and where to seek support. If a rumour is circulating, correct verified misinformation only where it is safe, proportionate and consistent with confidentiality.
6. Media, social media and privacy
· The [named communications lead] is the only person authorised to issue school statements or respond to journalists. Other staff redirect enquiries without comment.
· Where appropriate, agree wording and timing with the affected family and with police or other agencies. Do not disclose medical details, unconfirmed causes, private records, identifiable pupil information or photographs without appropriate authority and permission.
· Set and enforce boundaries around school entrances and pupil safety. A bounded media opportunity may be considered with specialist advice; it is never required, and pupil interviews or filming on site must not be offered casually.
· Advise staff not to post accounts, images or tributes through personal or school accounts before an agreed decision is made. Explain to pupils and families that social media can spread misinformation and personal images rapidly; offer support rather than policing private grief.
· Be prepared for calls, doorstep approaches, filming, unofficial memorial accounts and online speculation. Keep a record of significant press approaches and misinformation requiring action.
When a statement is needed before full facts are available, use the holding wording in Appendix B and communicate when the school expects to update.
7. Support, adjustments, and continuity
Identifying who may need more support
The safeguarding lead will maintain a confidential, proportionate support overview. Consider direct witnesses, injured people, close friends, siblings, pupils with previous bereavement or trauma, pupils with additional learning or communication needs, those whose home circumstances reduce available support, and staff with personal or professional connections. These are prompts for attention, not assumptions about an individual’s response.
· Offer a named trusted adult, predictable check-ins and discreet access to a quiet, supervised space where appropriate.
· Review changes in attendance, concentration, sleepiness, isolation, peer conflict, sensory tolerance, emotional responses and engagement. Ask what the person needs before drawing conclusions about behaviour.
· Where suitable, agree adjustments to workload, assessments, movement, transitions and attendance with the learner and family. Maintain meaningful access to learning and relationships.
· If immediate safety is uncertain, activate safeguarding and urgent support pathways; record who has taken responsibility. The school does not replace clinical assessment or statutory safeguarding action.
Supporting the adults
Response leaders and staff may be personally affected while carrying significant responsibility. Arrange relief, refreshments, breaks, quiet space, handovers and a named point of support. Avoid compulsory emotional debriefing. Offer confidential support and opportunities to request help without making staff disclose their experiences publicly.
8. If an incident involves a death: funerals and remembrance
Before a funeral
· The family leads arrangements. Ask sensitively whether the school is invited to participate; respect cultural, religious and personal wishes, including a preference for privacy.
· If school-supported attendance is proposed, agree who is invited, parental permissions, travel arrangements, supervision ratios, accessibility, appropriate clothing, safeguarding, and an option to leave with a trusted adult.
· Prepare children for what they are likely to encounter: the setting, coffin, expressions of grief, readings, music, burial or cremation and any particular practices relevant to the ceremony. Do not promise that everyone will find it comforting.
· Make non-attendance a respected option. Consider how children who cannot or choose not to attend can remember the person privately if they wish.
· Plan communication and practical support for the days immediately after the funeral. Consider where press attention may occur and how children will be protected.
Memorials, messages and anniversaries
Consult the family before organising a school-wide memorial or sharing names and images. Consider multiple ways to participate, including private remembrance. If flowers, cards or online tributes appear, agree who oversees them, how they are kept safe, how they will be preserved or returned, and when and how temporary displays will change. Prepare for anniversaries, birthdays and significant school transitions with discretion and choice.
	SENSITIVITY IN PRACTICE
A memorial should not create an expectation that everyone grieves in the same way. The school will balance the family’s wishes, learner voice, safeguarding needs and the practical impact on the whole school community.


9. The following weeks, months and years
During the first weeks
· Hold planned reviews of the support overview, staff capacity, family contact, rumours or unresolved questions, and the accessibility of learning and pastoral provision.
· Offer information to families about possible responses to distress, support available, and who to contact. Avoid suggesting that grief or recovery follows a fixed timetable.
· Agree referrals and multidisciplinary support where needed. Clarify the handover so that families and staff know who is taking responsibility and what happens while waiting.
· Communicate changes to arrangements openly and sensitively. Re-establish familiar routines while preserving necessary flexibility.
Longer-term recovery
· Plan for anniversaries, birthdays, exams, trips, new staff, changes of year group, leaving ceremonies and the return of learners who were absent during the incident.
· Continue to monitor those who may need support, including those whose difficulties emerge later or who initially appeared unaffected.
· Seek proportionate feedback on what helped and what created additional difficulty. Review decisions, communication and operational arrangements without requiring people to revisit distressing details.
· Record learning and improvements to the school plan; agree who will check that changes are embedded.
10. Oversight, records and review
The [policy owner] will keep response contacts and the 24-hour checklist accessible off-site, review practice after each activation or significant change, and report learning to [governing body / Trust] without unnecessary identifiable details. Records must be factual, dated, access-controlled and stored in the correct operational or safeguarding system under local retention rules. Planned review: [date / frequency].


OPERATIONAL APPENDIX  /  COMPLETE DURING THE RESPONSE
Appendix A. First-response meeting and handover
This sheet records decisions rather than replacing detailed safeguarding or emergency records. Use a secure version, restrict access and update after each response meeting.
	Incident reference
	[Reference / brief neutral description]

	Time activated
	[Date and time]

	Chair / next meeting
	[Lead] / [Time and place]

	Agencies coordinating
	[Police / LA / Trust / safeguarding contacts, as appropriate]

	Confirmed facts
	[What we know and the source]

	Not confirmed / cannot share
	[Information still being verified or restricted]


Immediate decisions and owners
	DECISION
	ACTION / CONTACT
	OWNER AND TIME

	Safety / welfare
	[People accounted for; immediate needs; urgent safeguarding actions]
	[Name / by]

	Family contact
	[Who is authorised to contact whom, and when]
	[Name / by]

	Staff / learners
	[Message, sequence, additional adults and access formats]
	[Name / by]

	Operations
	[Opening, cover, transport, activities, dismissals]
	[Name / by]

	Media / online
	[Holding statement, boundaries, misinformation]
	[Name / by]

	Tomorrow morning
	[Check-ins, provision, planned contact and review time]
	[Name / by]



End-of-day check: Who has not been contacted? Who is going home with limited support? Which adults need relief? Which learners need an agreed plan on arrival tomorrow? What has not yet been verified?
Appendix B. Communication wording to adapt
Use only after checking facts, family notification, permissions and any restrictions. These examples are starting points; the individual circumstances and the school community should guide wording.
Staff briefing opening
	STAFF BRIEFING
“We need to share some difficult news. The confirmed information is [facts]. We are not yet able to confirm [details]. Please do not speculate or share information outside the agreed communication. We will tell learners [how/when]. If you are personally affected or do not feel able to support this conversation, speak to [name]. Our next update will be [time].”



Talking to a learner or small group
	PUPIL COMMUNICATION
“I have something difficult to tell you. [Clear, age-appropriate confirmed fact.] You may have questions now, later, or not at all. We will be honest about what we know and will not guess about anything else. [Named adults] are here if you would like support, and we will explain what happens next.”



Message to parents and carers
	PARENT/CARER UPDATE
“We are writing to let you know about [confirmed incident description]. Our immediate focus is the safety and wellbeing of those affected. We are working with [relevant agencies] and have [practical arrangements/support] in place. Please respect the privacy of those directly involved. [School arrangements for tomorrow.] We will provide a further update [time/channel]. If you are concerned about your child, please contact [named route].”



Holding statement for media enquiries
	MEDIA HOLDING STATEMENT
“We are aware of an incident affecting our school community and are working with the relevant authorities. Our immediate priority is the safety and wellbeing of those affected. We are unable to share further details at present and ask that the privacy of our pupils, staff and families is respected. Further school updates, where appropriate, will be issued through [named channel].”



Appendix C. Funeral and remembrance planning prompts
	AREA
	QUESTIONS TO RESOLVE

	Family wishes
	Who is the agreed family contact? What involvement has the family invited? Are names, images or tributes permitted?

	Participation
	Who may attend? Is attendance voluntary? What alternatives are available? How will pupils be prepared?

	Practicalities
	Who arranges permission, transport, accessibility, staffing, entry and exit, and support if someone needs to leave?

	Preparation
	Can children be told what the venue, service, coffin and burial/cremation arrangements may be like? Who will answer questions?

	Afterwards
	Who will check on directly affected pupils and staff? What will happen for pupils returning to school?

	Memorials
	How will flowers, letters, photographs and online messages be managed, returned or changed over time?



School-specific arrangements to confirm
Complete these locally before using the school to organise attendance or an act of remembrance.
	Family liaison lead
	[Named person and contact route]

	Attendance and supervision
	[Staff lead / permissions / safe departure plan]

	Pupil preparation and alternatives
	[Trusted adults / accessible explanation / alternative]

	Memorial and belongings review
	[Family agreement / responsible person / review date]




Appendix D. Local contacts and supporting guidance
	SERVICE / ROUTE
	CONTACT OR LOCATION

	Emergency services
	999 when there is an immediate threat to life or safety

	Trust / local authority critical incident support
	[Name, telephone, out-of-hours route]

	Designated safeguarding lead and deputy
	[Name, telephone, out-of-hours route]

	Police / investigating agency liaison
	[Named liaison and case reference, when allocated]

	Educational Psychology / specialist support
	[Service, referral route, contact]

	Media / communications support
	[Trust/LA spokesperson or adviser]

	Staff and family support
	[Local bereavement services, staff assistance and other contacts]



Appendix E. Decisions that can be overlooked
These questions support the response meeting when the immediate crisis has passed but practical uncertainty remains.
	AREA
	WHAT NEEDS AN EXPLICIT DECISION?

	Belongings and personal spaces
	Who will speak with the family about personal belongings, desks, lockers, photographs or displays? When can arrangements be made privately and respectfully?

	Siblings and absent pupils
	Who will contact pupils who were away or in another setting? Have siblings in different schools received compatible information and support?

	Planned events
	Do assemblies, celebrations, school photographs, performances, exams or trips need adjustment? Who will explain the changes without unnecessary detail?

	Adults carrying the response
	Who has been directly affected but is still supporting others? Who can quietly step away, receive relief or request support?

	The first evening and morning
	Who may be returning to limited support? Who will check on their safe arrival and provide a predictable welcome on the next school day?

	Digital reminders
	Are scheduled posts, website images, newsletters, group chats or online memorials likely to create distress or spread unconfirmed details?

	Ownership after week one
	Who will check the support overview after one week, one month, a term and around significant dates? How will responsibility transfer if staff leave?



Selected sources for local adaptation
UK Trauma Council - Developing a critical incidents policy
UK Trauma Council - Critical incidents in educational communities
GOV.WALES - Emergency planning and response guidance
GOV.UK - Emergency planning and response for education settings (England)
Child Bereavement UK - Explaining funerals to children
Acknowledgement: This Navigate Education template is informed by the UK Trauma Council’s critical incidents resources and school policy framework. Its structure and practical guidance have been written for Navigate’s five-strand approach and require local adaptation and approval.
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