PRINCIPLE OF TRIAGE - ISSUES RELATED TO CRISIS/PROTOCOL DEVELOPMENT
LEVELS OF TRAUMATIC EVENTS

So that your district and school response plan can be developed based upon need, addressing events based upon level of risk or severity is recommended.  The principle of triage is helpful in quickly addressing the severity of a situation.  In triage, the higher the need, the more resources and effort will be needed to bring the problem under control.  Generally, the more intense the problem, the higher the risk, and the longer it will take for the affected individuals to return to a centered and balanced state.

LEVEL ONE TRAUMATIC EVENT

1.  Event affects the general student population, staff, community, and extends to other schools in district or in adjoining districts, states, or the country.

2.  Additional resources are needed from outside the school district immediately.

3.  The effects of the trauma will last for several months or even years.

4.  Students, staff, and community persons are emotionally out-of-control. 

5.  Media is anticipated to be intrusive and to descend en masse upon the school.

Level One Examples:  

Two students go on a shooting rampage, killing 12 people.

Five male students killed in an automobile accident in a rural community.

A male high school student shoots both parents, two sisters at home, kidnaps a friend, then hold his math class hostage.

Five adolescents (males and females) are killed when a gas tank explodes.  They had been sitting on the tank smoking pot.

Male high school student shoots a teacher and janitor and then holds his classmates hostage.

Ten year-old boy is kidnapped by step mother and her friend, is missing for several days before body is found, strangled and burned.

Eight miners killed in explosion.

Bombing of federal building where large numbers of people are killed.

LEVEL TWO TRAUMATIC EVENT

1.  Event affects several families, multiple students, siblings, cousins, neighbors in more than one classroom and students of different ages.

2.  Individual school resources inadequate, district-wide resources needed.

3.  Traumatic stress will last several weeks.

4.  Potential for loss of emotional equilibrium, rumors.

5.  Media expected to be in contact with school.

Level Two Examples:  

Male, seventeen years-old, and female girlfriend, fifteen years old, leave a Romeo and Juliet type suicide note in a family bible, park their car in empty barn and set themselves on afire, committing double suicide. They were found clutching each other.

Two teenage boys shoot themselves in a city park.  One leaves suicide note.

School bus driver has heart attack and dies in the seat of his loaded bus with 30 children of all ages.

School bus driver accidentally hits another car in which the driver is killed.  Bus is loaded with children of all ages.

Seventh grade girl with siblings of various ages in school accidentally shoots and kills another seventh grade girl who also has several siblings of various ages in school.

School counselor who has been well respected by students and staff over a 15 year career commits suicide.  

LEVEL THREE TRAUMATIC EVENT

1.  Event confined to immediate family and a few close friends.

2.  Potential to exceed in-building resources; information regarding outside resources needed.

3.  Traumatic stress will last several weeks.

4.  Potential for rumors.

5.  Potential for media interest.

Level Three Examples:

Family's house and all possessions are lost in an explosion and fire of unknown causes.  Family has few friends, but several houses in the neighborhood were disturbed by the explosion and fire.

Fifteen year old boy is reported missing by parents.  Student has run away before.  Violence in the family is suspected.  Student has discussed his fear of abusive father and has talked of running away or committing suicide.  He has also taught about the father threatening to kill him.  Student is missing for five days before returning home safely.

A former student is found dead at home in the family bathtub.  Her throat had been cut.  The death is under investigation. She has a sibling in your school. 

LEVEL FOUR - TRAUMATIC EVENT

1.  Event confined to individuals directly involved.

2.  The in-building human resources are adequate to meet the need.

3.  Traumatic stress is of short duration.

4.  No media interest.

Level Four Examples:
Child's dog is killed by automobile while he is boarding the bus.  

Child's grandmother dies in her sleep.

Child's parent dies of a heart attack.  The child does not see it or hear a vivid description of what happened.

It is important to recognize that initially an event may be classified as a lower level incident (Level 4) which can escalate to a higher level (Level 1) at a later time; i.e., three boys reported missing are later found bound, gagged and strangled to death; three teenagers from their own neighborhoods were charged with the murders.  The crisis team must respond to the initial notification by authorities and stand ready to broaden their support as further details are announced.  They must also be prepared to provide assistance with short-term as well as long-term problems.  

The District Incident Commander will receive factual information from either the police or the coroner’s office.  The District Incident Commander will notify the district recovery leader who will in turn contact counselors to respond after an assessment of need is completed by the district recovery leader and the building team leader.  If additional assistance is needed, the district recovery leader will contact additional staff from other buildings or the community to assist the building level staff.  The building level staff will assign the additional staff or community mental health partners to assist with specific roles as they arrive at the building.  If the building is in lock down, proper identification will be needed to enter the building.  Any information given to the public should be based on the specific information provided only by the District Incident Commander who will keep recovery staff informed of any changes as they occur in the event.  All staff should follow the chain of command established by the district and building teams.
RISK FACTOR ANALYSIS

Certain types of losses, attributes, or situations are more likely to lead an individual to a personal state of crisis.  These risk factors are important to the response team in attempting to identify which individuals might react adversely when an event occurs.  These risk factors are also important to consider when choosing persons to serve on a crisis response team.  While there is no way to predict what will happen, some thoughtful pre-planning can certainly avoid many problems.   The team and teachers can actually use the following as a check list of risk factors:

1. Suicidal deaths leave the family members struggling with an extra measure of guilt, anger, blame, and thus can lead to family conflict or difficulty resolving the loss.

2. Homicidal deaths, like suicide, lead to greater anger and blame since the death was deliberately caused.  These deaths also receive more media attention which can negatively affect family members.  Closure is difficult to achieve because it takes so long for the legal system to address the death. Family members often experience a roller coaster of emotions for these reasons.

3. Accidental death with dismemberment or severe body trauma can be difficult to process because of the pain and suffering experienced by the deceased.

4. Witnessing any death leads to what is called "death imprinting" which is best described as a memory that is so difficult to handle since it seems burned into the brain like the mark a branding iron leaves on a steer.  Observer experiences "flash backs" of the event.  Critical incidence stress debriefing is needed!

5. Several family members or friends who die in the same event results in "stress overload" in processing grief reactions. Families that have several losses over a short period of time regardless of the cause of death may experience a critical stress overload response.

6. Persons from dysfunctional families with unresolved loss are vulnerable to being triggered to respond in a more extreme way than the event seems to merit.

7. Persons with a history of mental/emotional problems may have more difficulty during a crisis.

8. Persons with a history of addictive behaviors may have more difficulty during a crisis.

9. Veterans of war who have not resolved all their losses and psychological wounds from combat.

10. AIDS deaths where family members are isolated from family and friends.
11. Terroristic attacks where days of rescue are involved to recover the survivors and non-survivors.

12. Relationship to the deceased such as sibling, parent, child, cousin, or even a best friend, neighbor, classmate, teacher (closeness/conflict) may indicate those most likely to have a difficult experience.  Some children or staff who have had conflicts with or who had dated the deceased could also have difficulty should the person die.  Example: Fourth grade student was uncooperative with teacher and had to be disciplined. Teacher died of stroke in her sleep.

