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MANAGING THE PSYCHOLOGICAL AFTERMATH OF SCHOOL INCIDENTS 
PRIMARY AUDIENCE:  School personnel 
SECONDARY AUDIENCE:  Parents and local community organizations 
PREPARATION:  Make copies of the school policy on addressing psychological trauma, the school emergency operations plan (EOP), and the psychological recovery annex of the EOP (if applicable) to distribute at the seminar.  Load and test PowerPoint visuals, if using them.   

ESTIMATED SEMINAR TIME:  15 minutes (10 minutes presentation + 5 minutes discussion)
INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE FACILIATOR:  Use the talking points below to facilitate a discussion on how to manage the psychological aftermath of school incidents.  Questions and tips are included for additional discussion. 
TALKING POINTS:  Use these talking points to outline how to manage trauma following an incident.  
School Personnel’s Role:   
School personnel have a role to play in managing psychological trauma following an incident, such as:
· Identifying and planning interventions for students and school personnel who exhibit signs of post-incident stress.
· Educating the school community on how to recognize and support students suffering from trauma. 
Following a traumatic incident, students may exhibit symptoms of psychological stress.  Often, reactions to incidents vary by age group and may include: 
· Preschool:  Thumb sucking, bedwetting, clinging to parents, sleep disturbances, loss of appetite, fear of the dark, regression in behavior, and/or withdrawal from friends and routines. 
· Elementary school:  Irritability, aggressiveness, clinginess, nightmares, school avoidance, poor concentration, and/or withdrawal from activities and friends.  

· High school:  Sleeping and eating disturbances, agitation, increase in conflicts, physical complaints, delinquent behavior, and/or poor concentration. 
Many victims will successfully cope with traumatic experiences over time; however, a small percentage of students and/or school personnel may continue to exhibit trauma symptoms, which can indicate post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  PTSD is seen more frequently in victims that felt their physical safety and/or well-being was threatened during an incident.
Supporting Recovery:
Teachers and other school personnel can help students recover from psychological trauma by designing activities that:
· Encourage students to talk about disaster-related events. 
Children need an opportunity to discuss their experiences in a safe, accepting environment.  Although group discussions are a good vehicle for validating children's feelings about their experiences, it is important to end the discussion on a positive note by focusing on things that promote a sense of security, mastery, or preparedness.  This positive wrap-up may come from students themselves, and teachers can reinforce or elaborate on these points. 
· Promote positive coping and problem-solving skills. 
Activities should teach children how to apply problem-solving skills to incident-related stressors.  Children should be encouraged to develop realistic and positive methods of coping that increase their ability to manage their anxiety and to identify which strategies fit with each situation.
· Encourage friendship and peer support among students. 
Children with strong emotional support from others are better able to cope with adversity.  Relationships with peers can provide suggestions for how to cope with difficulties and can help decrease isolation.  

Specific age- and grade-appropriate activities designed to support recovery are described below.  
Preschool and Elementary School Activities
· Encourage class activities in which students can organize or build projects (scrapbooks, replicas, toys, etc.) to give them a chance to organize what may be chaotic and confusing feelings and events. 
· Encourage games and physical activity to relieve tension and anxiety. 

· Ask students to draw pictures of the incident or whatever comes to the students’ minds.  Talking about the picture later with a teacher or in a small group may allow them to vent their experiences and to discover that others share their fears. 

· Have students either write or listen to short stories about the incident.  This activity can help students verbalize fears as well as get back in touch with previous positive associations about a disruption.
· Students can draw, write, or talk about what they remember, or respond to questions or topics such as: 

· What happened after the storm hit? 

· How did you help your family during or after the disaster? 

· How could you help your family if you were in another disaster? 

· Did anything good or positive happen because of the disaster?  Did you learn anything from what happened to you? 

Middle School/Junior High and High School Activities

Teachers can use many of the basic principles outlined in the suggestions for younger children with older students. In addition, teachers can: 
· Give students opportunities to use art, music, or poetry to describe experiences and express feelings.
· Encourage students to keep a journal, or write and produce a play or a video. 

DISCUSSION QUESTION AND TIPS:  Use the following question and tips to facilitate additional discussion.
· How can the school crisis team assist the school community in promoting psychological healing after an incident?
If not mentioned by participants, recommend:

· Providing school personnel with guidance on how to identify symptoms of trauma, facilitate group discussions, create and conduct activities, and answer questions from students and parents. 

· Creating opportunities for school personnel to share their feelings regarding the incident and encouraging the formation of support groups as needed. 
· Referring school personnel and students that need additional support to mental health experts in the community.
· Developing a mechanism for self-referral and parental referral of students. 

Tips for School Personnel:
· Identify at-risk students and school personnel.
Victims that have been physically or sexually abused may be at a higher risk of developing post-traumatic stress.  Work with school counselors, nurses, teachers, and members of the school crisis team to determine if an intervention and/or additional counseling services are required. 
· Develop partnerships with local mental health practitioners.
Immediately after an incident, there are often enough caregivers to assist victims with short-term grief.  Over time, the availability of resources for long-term treatment dwindles.  Reaching out to social workers, psychologists, and other mental health practitioners in the community helps schools secure access to these long-term services.  

· Strengthen and encourage peer support. 

Victims can draw strength and develop coping strategies from friends in their peer group.  Additionally, these friendships help decrease isolation and encourage discussion.  

SCHOOL POLICY AND PLAN REVIEW:  Ask participants to review the school policy, the school EOP, and the psychological recovery annex to answer the following questions: 

· What is our school policy on handling the psychological aftermath of a significant incident?  Are all school personnel, parents, and law enforcement agencies aware of the policy and how it is implemented?  How is policy information disseminated to stakeholders?

· What information and training have been provided/need to be provided to personnel, students, parents, and community members?

· How is psychological trauma addressed in the EOP annexes?   How do these activities affect other parts of the school EOP, including communications, procedures, etc.?  Are the psychological recovery procedures complete and current?
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (www.fema.gov)

Search for the following documents: 

· Helping Children Cope with Disaster
· How To Help Children After A Disaster:  A Guidebook For Teachers
National Association of School Psychologists (www.nasponline.org) 

Search for the following article: 

· Identifying Seriously Traumatized Children:  Tips for Parents and Educators
National Institute of Mental Health (www.nimh.nih.gov)

Search for the following document: 

· Helping Children and Adolescents Cope with Violence and Disasters:  What Rescue Workers Can Do
University of Illinois Extension (www.extension.uiuc.edu)
Search for the following topics: 

· Children, Stress, and Natural Disasters
· Disaster Resources
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