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CRITICAL INCIDENT 
Support and Advice for Educational Settings 

General guidance for supporting pupils following a critical 
incident or traumatic event  
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Support and Advice from GHLL 
  

Helping children and young people respond to what they have 
heard 

• There is no single "correct" reaction to a potentially distressing event. Children and 

young people may experience anxiety, fear, curiosity or other strong emotions, while 

some may show little obvious reaction. The UK Trauma Council describes critical 

incidents as potentially traumatic events that can affect a significant part of an 

educational community and provides evidence-informed resources to support 

compassionate responses.  

• The key message for schools is not to assume that every child has been 
traumatised, but to remain observant, provide reassurance and respond proportionately 

to individual need. 

• The Education Psychology Service will share an advice note covering typical child 

reactions, responding to questions, managing anxiety and supporting staff who may 

themselves have been affected. 

• GHLL has also brought together the following resources to help schools provide 

appropriate medium- and longer-term support. 

  

Five principles for conversations with pupils 

When children or young people raise the incident, staff may find the following approach 

helpful: 

1. Start where the child or young person is. 
Find out what they already know and what they are actually worried about before 

providing additional information. 

2. Listen and acknowledge feelings. 
Allow pupils to express worry, confusion, sadness or other emotions without 

assuming how they should feel. 

3. Use factual, age-appropriate information. 
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Stick to information confirmed by trusted sources. It is entirely appropriate to tell 

pupils that we do not yet know all the answers. 

4. Separate fact from speculation and rumour. 
Encourage pupils to consider where information has come from before accepting or 

sharing it. 

5. Focus on safety, support and the people helping. 
Remind children that the police, emergency services, schools and other agencies are 

working together to support the community. 

 

This is consistent with PSHE Association guidance, which recommends developmentally 

appropriate conversations, acknowledging emotions, distinguishing fact from speculation 

and rumour, and ensuring pastoral and safeguarding support is available for pupils who may 

be vulnerable.  

  

Responding to misinformation and social media 

Children and young people may encounter information, images, commentary or speculation 

online before adults have an opportunity to speak with them. 

Schools can use this as an opportunity to reinforce media literacy by encouraging pupils to 

ask: 

• Who created or shared this information? 

• What are they claiming? 

• Where has the information come from? 

• Why might it have been presented in this way? 

• Is it a confirmed fact, speculation or rumour? 

  

The PSHE Association particularly recommends helping pupils distinguish between these 

categories and critically assess information they encounter online.  

Schools should also remain alert to any discriminatory language, stereotyping or attribution 

of blame towards particular communities or groups. All pupils should continue to feel safe, 

respected and valued within their school community. 
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Local mental health and wellbeing support 

GHLL provides a directory of local mental health services and sources of support for 

children, young people and families. This includes On Your Mind Gloucestershire, school 

nursing and other local services. [ghll.org.uk] 

GHLL: Local Mental Health Services and Links 

 

Gloucestershire Educational Psychologists Traumatic events | Gloucestershire 
County Council 

Gloucestershire EPS provides psychological advice and support through a consultation 

model for schools, families, and children. We work with schools and settings to support 

children and young people’s learning, development, and emotional well-being.  

 

Young Minds Matter 

Schools working with Young Minds Matter/Mental Health Support Teams (MHSTs) 
should also remember this as an existing route for mental health and wellbeing support. 

GHLL: Young Minds Matter 

Schools should continue to use their established pastoral and safeguarding procedures 

where an individual child's presentation or circumstances cause concern. 

  

Responding to critical or potentially traumatic events 

The UK Trauma Council provides a particularly useful collection of resources for educational 

settings, designed to support a comprehensive and compassionate response following 

critical incidents. [uktraumacouncil.org] 

• UK Trauma Council: Supporting Children and Young People After Potentially 

Traumatic Events 

• UK Trauma Council: Critical Incident Guidance 

• UK Trauma Council: Critical Incident Poster 

• UK Trauma Council: Critical Incidents in Educational Communities 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ghll.org.uk%2Fmental-health%2Fmental-health-local-services%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492431151%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=3UhYJtWAquaLBEfQp%2F9kPybDgc%2BXYKwp8IyZIwdOJWE%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ghll.org.uk%2Fmental-health%2Fmental-health-local-services%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492453535%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=da03yJEc7CxRAYdOu2qBBaj%2FP5fEpZA7EfXusCYdbZo%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gloucestershire.gov.uk%2Feducation-and-learning%2Fgloucestershire-educational-psychology-service-eps%2Four-work-themes%2Femotional-wellbeing-resilience%2Ftraumatic-events%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492482780%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=SoMBbOHst47AgBe%2BwpdSM%2BIYlAxeZ2YKJ4yYF7M0Tbo%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gloucestershire.gov.uk%2Feducation-and-learning%2Fgloucestershire-educational-psychology-service-eps%2Four-work-themes%2Femotional-wellbeing-resilience%2Ftraumatic-events%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492482780%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=SoMBbOHst47AgBe%2BwpdSM%2BIYlAxeZ2YKJ4yYF7M0Tbo%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ghll.org.uk%2Findex.php%3Fpage%3Dtrailblazer-programme&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492507955%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Y9RUepooGVHDs5xYw7hoH1AyD7e6Zfea0z5tJEsJPYk%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fuktraumacouncil.org%2Fresources%2Fcritical-incidents&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492529012%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4XaVH8pq%2FxeyMUhkzC9HNGNx0J1oHU7hQTFScNNwKnk%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fuktraumacouncil.link%2Fdocuments%2FUKTC_Supporting_after_event.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492543955%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ecqvieyc37hTAWSwAZAAtTi0HsmiyhTIVzAwZWatuTU%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fuktraumacouncil.link%2Fdocuments%2FUKTC_Supporting_after_event.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492543955%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ecqvieyc37hTAWSwAZAAtTi0HsmiyhTIVzAwZWatuTU%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fuktraumacouncil.link%2Fdocuments%2FCritical%2BIncidents%2FUKTC_CI-guidance.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492554222%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=GuHT3bDmPhktqlob1Y%2Bzj%2FG3YKLJzm7h3QSeAi%2Fr%2Bp4%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fuktraumacouncil.link%2Fdocuments%2FCritical%2BIncidents%2FUKTC_CI-poster.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492566800%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=H8NURuPVRtencoxGxZte1dWlBhVp32YfrRhVwLuxA3g%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fuktraumacouncil.org%2Fresources%2Fcritical-incidents&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492577904%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=wsw%2BW3%2F1Mt5A4C%2BmiVMlvh%2FtWfOAhl67hR%2Fyp1iQvCw%3D&reserved=0
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Helping pupils manage anxiety and worry 

Anna Freud's anxiety resources include materials for school staff, parents and carers 

and are designed to help young people understand and manage anxious feelings. 

[annafreud.org] 

• Anna Freud: Let's Talk About Anxiety animation and teacher toolkit 

• Anna Freud: Seven Ways to Support Children and Young People Who Are Worried 

• Anna Freud: Trauma information and guidance 

 

Self-care resources 

• Anna Freud: My Self-Care Plan for Primary-Aged Children 

• Anna Freud: My Self-Care Plan for Secondary and FE 

 

Talking about distressing news 

GHLL hosts PSHE Association guidance specifically addressing how schools can respond 

when pupils arrive at school worried or confused about distressing events. It covers 

managing emotions, age-appropriate conversations, misinformation, media literacy, support 

for vulnerable pupils and communication with parents and carers. [ghll.org.uk] 

• PSHE Association/GHLL: Talking to Pupils About Distressing Events 

• PSHE Association: Belonging and Community 

• PSHE Association: Under the Influence 

• PSHE Association: NewsWise News Literacy Project 

• BBC Bitesize: Tips to Help Children Discuss and Understand Upsetting News 

• NSPCC: Talking About Difficult Topics 

• Save the Children: Talking About Distressing Current Events with Children 

  

Support for staff 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.annafreud.org%2Fresources%2Fschools-and-colleges%2Flets-talk-about-anxiety-animation-and-teacher-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492588167%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=BFW8gh%2B7fBDL7%2Frts1iFXiYsaYkPAs8cgPBEtGESKZ4%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.annafreud.org%2Fresources%2Fschools-and-colleges%2Flets-talk-about-anxiety-animation-and-teacher-toolkit%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492601083%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=zfTrsNnjofmgq4t%2BZQy%2FDbrIapBBZLiAw2oS4bhj1cU%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.ctfassets.net%2F05mxbime1kjo%2F2x7B6rWKxTIHZrGZciF8VT%2F52427051ab70bfe47a266a9a25f6ebc7%2Fffy_7-ways-to-support-children-resource-pdf.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492627703%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4Fc9%2BcyMGQ7QSPh6F8Ew%2FFxtbxoKBjp4SCHT9f1P2Yg%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.annafreud.org%2Fresources%2Funder-fives-wellbeing%2Fcommon-difficulties%2Ftrauma%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492643602%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=fYhx2Yr%2B7QXIBN3jaQubWOQaqatJiRi3jguAbNtwzw0%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.annafreud.org%2Fresources%2Fschools-and-colleges%2Fmy-self-care-plan-primary%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492660240%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=e59xn8jEFiadgS%2FyUqoFPNdfYtnmg%2F9haio3WbI8IlI%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.annafreud.org%2Fresources%2Fschools-and-colleges%2Fmy-self-care-plan-secondary-and-fe%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492683257%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=XDUdcktNId1Y9a8eSwukPwjDkbYvRX6qoXCldSzilSI%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ghll.org.uk%2FTalking%2520to%2520pupils%2520about%2520distressing%2520events%2520PSHE%2520Association.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492703047%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=DmM1H6JjhJtU3D0x%2Bw11UMgkqjJ8WtCeLJ1XFjyQczU%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ghll.org.uk%2FTalking%2520to%2520pupils%2520about%2520distressing%2520events%2520PSHE%2520Association.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492729022%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=SYbIJA6h3DU09ChaN0%2BNtNlalGkE65HSV6%2BNVtiOgts%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpshe-association.org.uk%2Fresource%2Fbelonging-and-community&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492740865%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=OrCcjAmk16TUfrR0jDSKqE9Uf1B5nCx1U%2BbJX%2Bxx%2F7s%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpshe-association.org.uk%2Fresource%2Funder-the-influence&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492751849%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=8zZ%2BqhdYSBpctWQ7W5rCLaz4mLdinK4lMjfqIt6pdwE%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpshe-association.org.uk%2Fresource%2Fnewswise-news-literacy-project&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492766419%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=f%2FCkNrd8XsLSaNfpxBgHlOnAjJPdSdK79DytcSmuPug%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.co.uk%2Fbitesize%2Farticles%2Fzqkfb7h&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492777709%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=bfUyab6WSlSkslosgdz0bdw09JrOCNVTW0fn%2FXdx0QA%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nspcc.org.uk%2Fkeeping-children-safe%2Fsupport-for-parents%2Ftalking-about-difficult-topics%2F&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492788255%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=rp%2BjlrA57l4ahnVbz8DYtcSF1nm9W7Co%2BiWiL7TEDx0%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.savethechildren.org.uk%2Fblogs%2F2022%2Ftalking-about-distressing-current-events-with-kids-&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492798780%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=V24OfPiYkINOrWySLSFZjQu90o0hfYV95sZM%2BmzSBeU%3D&reserved=0
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Staff may also have been directly or indirectly affected by the incident. Schools should 

therefore consider staff wellbeing alongside support for pupils, including opportunities for 

colleagues who have been managing difficult conversations to speak with one another and 

access appropriate support. The PSHE Association specifically highlights the importance of 

giving staff leading these discussions opportunities to talk about issues raised and to receive 

support themselves. [ghll.org.uk] 

• Anna Freud: Ten Ways to Support Staff Wellbeing 

• Charlie Waller: Supporting Students' Mental Health Videos 

  

Moving forward 

For most pupils, maintaining familiar routines, trusted relationships and a calm school 
environment will be an important part of the response. Schools do not necessarily need to 

initiate whole-class discussions about the incident where pupils are unaware or unaffected. 

Where questions do arise, responses should be proportionate to pupils' age, understanding, 

experiences and level of concern. 

The emphasis should remain on listening, factual reassurance, emotional safety, trusted 
information and access to additional support where it is needed. 

GHLL will continue to support schools by bringing together relevant resources that can be 

used as part of pastoral support, PSHE education and the wider whole-school approach to 

mental health and wellbeing. If you need further advice, please do not hesitate to get in 

touch at  ghll@gloucestershire.gov.uk  

  

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ghll.org.uk%2FTalking%2520to%2520pupils%2520about%2520distressing%2520events%2520PSHE%2520Association.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492809062%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ETXnd%2BU%2Bi53KcFUVeLdAVc9SDJrZNFLG0LQhXPZeQdE%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fassets.ctfassets.net%2F05mxbime1kjo%2FmpLjUhmycUBvk6cniwVHO%2F9f953d27b078f0de111c74223027c7ac%2Fffy_ten-ways-to-support-staff-wellbeing-2024-pdf.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492819173%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=DXdatz%2BUHx3f5SzACfcElwuCuo53sRQzrvyW8P9aM0U%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcharliewaller.org%2Fmental-health-resources%2Fsupporting-students-mental-health-videos&data=05%7C02%7CKirsten.Harrison%40gloucestershire.gov.uk%7Cf96c467f7b0d48e69dd008df1d6d1428%7C5faec75464e340149bcce72fc73ba312%7C0%7C0%7C639262026492829098%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=iqT7JGbPuvz7q966JXuhfqtzQ4Yduyz3yyoyc9BpVFE%3D&reserved=0
mailto:ghll@gloucestershire.gov.uk
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General Guidance for supporting pupils 
following a Critical Incident or Traumatic Event 
 

Research indicates that the management of critical incidents is a crucial factor in influencing 

the recovery of those involved. A carefully considered framework can help to avoid 

additional pressures that might add to an already fragile situation. 

 

Research also suggests that structure and routine are reassuring following a critical incident. 

Pupils who have been involved in the incident should return to school as soon as possible 

following the event. Although initially amendments may need to be made to the curriculum, 

the general pattern of the day should be as normal as possible. In the first few days 

following the incident teachers may be advised to avoid teaching new material. Familiar and 

undemanding tasks may be appropriate. In the short term it may be necessary to remove or 

reduce other sources of pressure such as homework. 

 

The pupils will need to be told the facts of the incident and have a chance to talk. Any bad 

news should be delivered quickly, e.g. “I have some important news to tell you about ……” 

Research indicates that facts should be given simultaneously to small groups or individuals. 

This makes it easier to address the possible range of reactions that pupils and staff may 

experience. Whole school assembly should, where possible, be reserved for religious 

services, acts of remembrance etc. Over the coming days, keep children up to date with what 

is happening. After the first few days, talking time should not generally interrupt the lessons, 

though exceptions may need to be made. 

 

Each one of us has a different way of coping with trauma. Where interventions are offered 

different cultures and beliefs should be taken into account and respected. It is also important 

that the wishes of pupils and parents/carers are considered. No pupil should be compelled to 

attend any sessions offered 



 

8 
 

 

Normal Reactions to Traumatic Experiences 

People of every age usually have some degree of stress in their lives such as pressure to 

complete work on time or the ordeal of a nerve-wracking interview for a college place or job. 

Learning to cope with those stressful demands is a normal part of personal development. 

But some frightening incidents are so unexpected, intense and distressing that they fall 

outside the range of usual human experience and are described as “traumatic”. 

 

Every individual has his or her own unique personality and life history and when confronted 

by a trauma will experience a very personal reaction. This may be a very different reaction to 

another person who may have lived through the same ordeal. Despite these different 

reactions there are some definite types of responses. Children, and young people, who have 

experienced trauma can be affected in the same way as adults. 

 

These notes are intended to outline some of the normal range of reactions that can be 

expected. One person affected may show just one or two of the responses listed which last 

for quite a long time whilst another may experience many of these reactions intensely for a 

shorter period. Some people may not experience any reactions at all. With the support they 

receive from their family and friends, most people will get over the stress associated with 

trauma. Only a small minority might develop post-traumatic stress disorder and require 

individual counselling or therapy. 

 

Some common responses after a trauma are: 

• Re-experiencing the event: memories of the event can be triggered by sights, 

sounds, smells and tastes. Sometimes these memories can come unexpectedly “out 

of the blue”, often at inconvenient times e.g. at work times, out shopping or before 

going to sleep. 

• Avoiding: Some may want to avoid people or environments associated with the 

incident. For example, traffic accident victims may be fearful for a while of getting 

into similar vehicles or passing the accident site. 
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• Increased sensitivity and tension: Noise or light can seem unusually unpleasant, the 

person may be “jumpy” and get startled very easily, they may be more worried than 

usual about their own and other peoples’ safety. 

• Not expressing emotions: Being over-brave, reluctant to say how they feel or to talk 

about the incident. 

• Not being able to concentrate or make decisions: Skills previously learned such as 

spelling can temporarily be lost. 

• Going over and over the incident: This can test the patience of those closest to them 

and the person may feel isolated as if “no-one understands” when their listeners 

understandably become bored. 

• Changes in temperament: People may act out of character from time to time. 

• Not being able to relax or switch off: Restlessness, disturbed sleep patterns, dreams 

and nightmares of situations where there is no control over what is happening. 

• Depression, disillusionment, personal isolation: Feeling that nothing is worth it or has 

any meaning – a negative reassessment of their lives “my life is rubbish”, “I haven’t 

got any friends”. Previous hobbies and interests can lose their magic 

• Anger or guilt: Some may become irritable and aggressive in manner or they may feel 

irrationally guilty for not preventing the incident or for being less seriously hurt than 

others. 

 

These are some of the things that people do experience after a trauma. Others experience 

none of these, and there is a wide range of reactions which can all be considered normal 
responses to an abnormal event.
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How you can help your pupils in the days following a traumatic event: 
 

Do: 

• Answer questions, giving the facts in a matter-of-fact way. 

• Allow them to talk about the incident when they want to 

• Help them to develop a narrative of what happened 

• Allow them to be upset and reassure them that this is normal 

• Give them lots of reassurance, attention and comfort 
• As memory may be affected by trauma, careful repetition of facts may be necessary 

• Discuss further safety measures if appropriate 
• Re-establish basic routines, but allow some temporary relaxation of expectations 

at home and at school (making clear that this is temporary) 

• Encourage them to carry on normal sporting and social activities 
• Introduce the idea of post-traumatic growth: strengths and qualities that have 

been developed because of the incident; kindnesses observed etc. 

• Be aware of additional stress factors for individuals, which might provoke 
further vulnerability. 

• For pupils that you are concerned about, be aware of impending 
anniversaries, birthdays etc which might cause distress. 

• A useful concept is the idea that life cannot return to what was seen as normal, but a 
new normal will develop. 

 

Avoid: 

• Placing additional stress on the child for a while e.g. avoid teaching new 
materials, amend homework, curriculum etc. Subjects which require higher order 
thinking, such as Maths, can be particularly stressful. 

• Referring to actions or people as being heroic. This can lead the “hero” to develop an 
unrealistic picture of themselves which they cannot live up to. It can also leave others 
feeling that they have failed or been inadequate by not behaving “heroically”. 

• The support given, both at school and at home, will generally help to ensure that any 

reactions to the event are temporary. Although the event will never be forgotten, 
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most children will recover without serious long-term effects. 

• However, if the stress reactions continue for more than a few weeks, without starting 

to get better further support should be sought by school or parents. 

• This can include support from the families General Practitioner, the school nurse 

and/or the Educational Psychology Service 

• Community resources are also valuable avenues of support, including dioceses 

(where relevant) as well as local supporting groups and organisations. 

• Within school, the governing body is available to support leadership and staff 

wellbeing. The Occupational Health team, with GCC, can also provide support and 

guidanc
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