TUI and ASTI Submission to Working Group set up to 
review the Child Protection Guidelines for Schools

1. Introduction
Child Protection is an issue of fundamental concern to all teachers.  The teacher unions have consistently supported the implementation of the child protection guidelines across the primary and post-primary education system.  Arising from the experiences of teachers in schools, the unions availed of the opportunity of the review of the “Children First” Guidelines in Spring 2006 to communicate a number of concerns to the DES. 
At the outset of this Review, the teacher unions put on record their view that the current post-primary guidelines appear to provide good guidance to school staff on responding to allegations of child abuse or neglect. The primary problem reported by teachers arises from the quality of response schools and individuals receive once an allegation has been reported. In this regard, the experience of teachers mirrors that of other professionals as reported in the 2008 Reports on Compliance with Children First Child Protection Guidelines.  As noted by the Minister of State at the launch of these reports in July, 2008: 

“The key finding of my office’s review of the Children First guidelines is that, in general, difficulties and variations in relation to implementation of the guidelines arise as a result of local variation and infrastructural issues, rather than from fundamental difficulties with the guidelines themselves
However, there are issues which teachers have raised which include the need for clarifications and   guidance, together with a focus on deeper, wider and on-going training support for school personnel.  This is particularly so in relation to the serious problem of child neglect.  The latter is arguably a more widespread phenomenon than child sexual abuse, yet teachers feel ill-informed as to how to recognise the symptoms of this problem. In addition the relevance of the guidelines in this regard should be given greater prominence and emphasis.   
2. Confidentiality and Freedom of Information
In the context of children and young people this is an especially sensitive matter. Maintaining appropriate confidentiality is of paramount importance but the use of terms such as ‘need to know’ can be misleading and subjective.  Further guidance is desirable so that staff can better interpret any details disclosed to them and manage disclosure by themselves in their professional role. 

The Freedom of Information Acts provides opportunity for greater access to information by individuals and the public.  This is generally in the public interest. However, further details on how the HSE operates these Acts is required to sustain the necessary trust in the process.  For example what happens where the documentation trail identifies a role within the school such as ‘Year Head’, that may be easily identifiable with a particular individual.  Procedures in place within the HSE to ensure appropriate confidentiality is absolutely protected and that a person cannot be inadvertently identified need could be made explicit in the guidelines? 
Definitions and Recognition of Child Abuse   

While the guidelines for schools and the Children First National Guidelines together provide good guidance on the different categories of abuse, their definitions and some indicators of abuse this is a highly sensitive area.  It involves dealing with students, parents or carers, colleagues or other third parties in what could be highly volatile and difficult circumstances.  Furthermore it involves making a ‘judgment call’ based on one or more facts and/or indicators   Therefore, very specific skills are required and in some instances a high level of skill and confidence on the part of staff involved is  necessary.  Greater detail, clarification and guidance on how to recognise abuse, especially emotional abuse, neglect, peer abuse and bullying, is desirable.  
Reporting to, and Feedback from, the HSE
Further details and guidance are desirable in respect of how to manage disclosures form victims of abuse or third parties. In particular we consider more information and support in relation to what constitutes grounds for a referral would be helpful.   Training support for teachers should give due attention to record keeping and report writing as these are both of some significance in the overall process. 

A number of contradiction and inconsistencies have been identified in respect of different understanding of when an allegation is appropriate for referral to and consideration by HSE and when it is more appropriate for consideration under the school Complaints Procedure.  
There is also an inconsistency in how the various health board/HSE staff provides support as set out in 4.2.2 where a DLP is not sure whether to report the matter.  In some instance health staff have been reluctant to provide guidance when the full details are not provided although the guidelines deem that this is not necessary.    Again, we refer to the findings in the reports on compliance referred to in the Introduction to our submission.   Some teachers have noted a lack of feedback or a significant time lapse in when it is provided to the school after the initial report is made. Having due regard for operational and confidentiality issues it may be useful to provide greater details in this area e.g. possible timeframe, nature and dept of details that can be provided. 

The guidelines could give clearer details on what is expected at case conferences and how to prepare for these.  Preparing written reports is one aspect of reporting process but face to face participation in meetings and case conferences is another, which requires a different set of skills. The guidelines could set out ‘useful tips’ in this regard.      The unions accepts that substitution is provided for those required to take part in case conferences,  but notes the time factor involved in other aspects of this work when it occurs – report writing and recording, monitoring students, liaison work  etc. 

Distinction between General Complaints, Reporting Abuse and   Allegations against School Employees
The guidelines should emphasis more clearly the differences between complaints procedures which are the designed to address wide ranging general complaints and referrals of abuse to the HSE.  In October 2008 the three teacher unions submitted a joint submission from the teacher unions in relation to allegations against school employees (copy attached). The submission was drafted in light of genuine and repeated concerns about the Department of Education and Science internal guidelines in the areas of: Lack of definition; Automatic referral of all allegations to the HSE; and Record-keeping. We call on the Department to amend the Department internal guidelines so that allegations against school employees are subject to a reasonable checking mechanism before being referred to the HSE.  This is in keeping with guidelines issued to schools under the “Children First” principles.  The failure to operate such a mechanism has led to situations where great distress has been caused, unnecessarily, to teachers where there is no basis whatever for an allegation, and no risk to children or students.

Training and Support for Teachers/Staff 
Good documentation is important and helpful but the skills in interpreting information and evidence need to be developed.  Very broad ranging and in some instance extensive training is required not just for the Designated Liaison Person (DLP) but for all staff, as the nature and level of involvement will vary.  Therefore, all staff need some baseline support. In addition a critical number of staff, especially DLPs, need to have  high level skills and competence to address the issue at hand and provide support to students, relevant colleagues, parents and participate in appropriate case conferences, meetings etc.  

We accept that the level of support provided is usually more intense in the early stage of implementation of any national initiative due to the need to build the foundation and basic capacity. However we emphasise the need for regular professional support initiatives to reflect the needs of new staff and new developments and to strengthen capacity in general.  In this regard professional development support may be provided at school level, on a cluster basis or nationally. 
Case Studies 
A case study approach may be helpful in demonstrating various types of abuse and how to identify them with reasonable accuracy and authority.      

Appendices 1 and 2

A review of the reporting form is advised especially under section 1a and 1b and 2.  In particular question 2 could be formatted with subheading to make reporting easier.    The list of contacts should be updated and would be best placed on the web to allow regular changes to be made as necessary.  

For further details contact 
Bernie Judge - Education and Research Officer 
