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St. Peter’s National School

Church of Ireland,

Maynooth Road, Dunboyne, Co. Meath

Principal, Jennifer Hackett
Telephone:  01-8026741

 Email Addr:  stpetersnsdunboyne@gmail.com
Child Protection Policy

Introduction and Rationale
The staff of St.Peter’s N.S. compiled this document in December 2011 as a response to recent changes in legislation.  It was updated in September 2017, in response to the publication of the following documents:

· Circular 65/2011 - ‘Child Protection Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools’  (DES)

· Children First: National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children’ 

(Dept of Children and Youth Affairs)

· Child Protection Guidelines for Primary and Post Primary Schools (DES)

This document further develops previous policy in this area and takes account of the provisions of the following pieces of legislation:  

· The Education Act 1998

· The Education Welfare Act 2000

· The Protection for Persons Reporting Child Abuse Act 1998

· Data Protection Acts 1998 and 2003

· Freedom of Information Acts 1997 and 2003

A copy of the school’s child protection policy which includes the names of the Designated Liaison Person (DLP) and Deputy DLP has been made available to all school personnel and the Parent Teacher Association and will be readily accessible to parents on request. 

Relationship to Characteristic Spirit of the School

Our school ethos is one, which promotes a positive, supportive and secure environment where all pupils feel valued.  This document strengthens and protects that ethos.  

Aims:

· To establish and maintain an environment where children feel safe and secure, are encouraged to talk and are listened to

· To ensure that all staff members understand their responsibilities in being alert to signs of abuse and that they know the correct procedures for reporting and recording any such incidences 

· To ensure that parents have an understanding of the legal obligations placed on the school and staff to report incidences of child abuse

· To ensure that children know that there are adults in the school that they can approach if they are worried 

Confidentiality

All information regarding concerns of possible abuse should only be shared on a need to know basis in the interests of the child.  The test is whether or not the person has any legitimate involvement or role in dealing with the issue. 

Giving information to those who need to have that information for the protection of a child who may have been or has been abused, is not a breach of confidentiality.  

The DLP who is submitting a report to the Health Board or An Garda Siochána should inform a parent/guardian, unless doing so is likely to endanger the child or place that child at further risk.  A decision not to inform a parent/guardian should be briefly recorded together with the reasons for not doing so. 

In emergency situations, where the Health Board cannot be contacted, and the child appears to be at immediate risk, An Garda Siochána should be contacted immediately.  A child should not be left in a dangerous situation pending Health Board intervention. 

Protection for Persons Reporting Child Abuse

The Protection for Persons Reporting Child Abuse Act 1998, provides immunity from civil liability to any person who reports child abuse ‘reasonably and in good faith’ to designated officers of Health Boards or any member of An Garda Siochána. 

This means that even if a reported suspicion of child abuse proves unfounded, a plaintiff who took an action would have to prove that the reporter had not acted reasonably and in good faith making the report. 

The act provides significant protection for employees who report child abuse.  These protections cover all employees and all forms of discrimination up to and including dismissal.  (Child Protection DES Book page 6).

Qualified Privilege

While the legal protection outlined above only applies to reports made to the appropriate authorities (i.e. The Health Boards and An Garda Siochána), Common Law qualified privilege continues to apply as heretofore.  Consequently, should a Board of Management member or school personnel furnish information with regard to suspicions of child abuse to the DPL or the Board of Management chairperson, such communication would be regarded under common law as having qualified privilege. 

A further definition of qualified privilege is outlined in Section 1.4.2 and 1.4.3, page 6 of Child Protection – Guidelines & Procedures. 

Freedom of Information Act 1997
Reports made to Health Boards may be subject to provisions of the Freedom of Information Act 1997, which enables members of the public to obtain access to personal information relating to them which is in the possession of public bodies.  However the act also provides that public bodies may refuse access to information obtained by them in confidence.

Curricular Implications

The Stay Safe Programme is an integral part of the SPHE curriculum in our school which addresses personal safety.  All five topics in ‘Stay Safe’ are done over a two year period.  Each topic is introduced and worked on in year one and built upon in year two.  Lessons are undertaken with this programme for a two month period.  

Other resources are the RSE Programme. 

Role of Designated Liaison Person
Appointment of the Designated Liaison Person

The Board of Management has designated the Principal, Jennifer Hackett, as the person who has specific responsibility for Child Protection.  She will be the Designated Liaison Person for the school and all dealings with health boards, An Garda Siochána and other parties, in connection with allegations of abuse.  Those other parties should be advised that they should conduct all matters pertaining to the processing or investigation of alleged child abuse through the Designated Liaison Person.  

Where the Designated Liaison Person is unavailable, the Post Holder/Deputy Principal, will be nominated to assume her responsibilities, as the Deputy Designated liaison Person. 

The Designated Liaison Person or her nominated replacement, shall immediately inform the Chairperson of the Board of Management of the school that a report involving a pupil in the school has been submitted to the relevant Health Board or the Gardai. 

The DLP shall also inform the school authority of the number of cases where the DLP submitted a report to the HSE or Gardai or sought advice from the HSE and as a result of this advice, no report was made. At each Board of Management meeting, the Principal’s report shall include the number of all such cases and this shall be recorded in the minutes of the board meeting. 

Actions to be taken by the DLP

If a school employee receives an allegation or has a suspicion that a pupil is being abused, he/she should report the matter to the DLP.  The need for confidentially is essential.  Therefore the child concerned will be identified on any written reports, only by their number on the school register.
· If the school employee and the DLP are satisfied that there are reasonable grounds for suspicion or allegation, the DLP should report the matter immediately to the relevant Health Board

· A report should be made in person, by phone or in writing to the social worker on duty.  Personal contact with the social worker is preferable, to allow for the transfer of as much information as possible 

· In the event of an emergency or the non-availability of Health Board staff, the report should be made to An Garda Siochána 

· The report should include as much information as possible on the Standard Reporting form 

· The Chairperson of the Board of Management should be informed at this point  

· The parents/guardians of the child will be informed also, unless doing so is likely to endanger the child or place the child at further risk.  A decision not to inform the parents/guardians should be recorded briefly along with the reason for not doing so
· Where school personnel have concerns about a child, but are unsure whether to report the matter, the DLP shall seek appropriate advice, by consulting with Health Board staff.  She shall be explicit that she is not making a report but is requesting advice.  It would not be envisaged that the DLP would supply identifying details at this informal stage, as are required when making a report.  If a Health Board advises that a referral should be made, then the DLP should act on that advice

· If, following discussions, the DLP decides that the matter should not be formally referred to the Health Board, then she should give a clear statement, in writing to the school employee, as to the reasons why action is not being taken.  The school employee should be advised that if he/she remains concerned, about the situation, he/she is free to consult with or report to the Health Board again. 

· It is essential that at all time these matters be treated in the strictest confidence and not discussed except among those mentioned above.  

The Role of the Board of Management

The most important consideration to be taken into account by a Board of Management is the protection of children, and their safety and well-being must be a priority.  However, because of the involvement of school employees, the BoM has duties in respect of them as well. 

As employers, Boards of Management should note that legal advice should always be sought in these cases. 
There are two procedures to be followed:

· The reporting procedure in respect of the allegation

· The procedures for dealing with the employee 

In the case of primary schools, the DLP is responsible for reporting the matter to the appropriate Health Board, while the Chairperson of the BoM, acting in consultation with his/her Board, is responsible for addressing the employment issues.  However, where the allegation of abuse is against the DLP, the Chairperson of the BoM will assume responsibility for reporting the matter to the Health Board. 

The primary aim of the BoM is to protect the children within the school to whom they have a duty of care.  However, school employees may be subject to erroneous or malicious allegations and therefore any threat of abuse should be dealt with sensitively, and the employee fairly treated. 

Reporting Procedure
Where an allegation of abuse is made against a school employee, the DLP within the school should immediately act in accordance with the procedures outlined in Chapter 3, paragraph 3.2 of the DES Guidelines.  A written statement of the allegations should be sought from the person/agency making the allegation.  

School employees, other than the DLP, who receive allegations of abuse against another school employee, should report the matter without delay to the DLP as outlined in Paragraph 3.1.1 of the DES Guidelines.  

School employees who form suspicions regarding the conduct of another school employee should consult with the DLP.  The DLP may wish to consult with the appropriate Health Board.  If the DLP the school employee are satisfied that there are reasonable grounds for the suspicion, the DLP should report the matter to the relevant Health Board immediately.  The DLP should also report the matter to the Chairperson of the BoM. 

Action to be taken by Chairperson

When a BoM Chairperson becomes aware of an allegation of abuse against a school employee, the chairperson should privately inform the employee of the following:

· The fact that an allegation has been made against him/her

· The nature of the allegation

· Whether or not the matter has been reported to the appropriate Health Board by the DLP 

The employee should be given a copy of the written allegation and any other relevant documentation.  The employee should be requested to respond to the allegation in writing to the BoM within a specified period of time.  The employee should be told that his/her explanation to the BoM would also have to be passed on to the Health Board. At this stage, it should be remembered that the first priority is to make sure that no child is exposed to unnecessary risk.  The BoM Chairperson should as a matter of urgency take any necessary protective measures.  These measures should be proportionate to the level of risk and should not unreasonably penalise the employee, financially or otherwise, unless necessary to protect children.  

If, in the Chairperson’s opinion, the nature of the allegations warrants immediate action, the Chairperson, on behalf of the BoM, should direct that the employee absent him/her from the school with immediate effect.  When the Chairperson is unsure as to whether the nature of the allegations warrants the absence of the employee from school while the matter is being investigated, s/he should consult with the Childcare Manager of the local Health Board, and/or Garda Siochána for advice as to the action that those authorities might consider necessary.  Following these consultations, the Chairperson should have due regard for the advice offered. 
Any absence by a school employee would be regarded as administrative leave of absence with pay, and not a suspension.  Such a leave of absence would not imply any degree of guilt on the part of the school employee.  Where such leave of absence is invoked, the DES should be contacted with regard to:

1. Formal approval for the paid leave of absence of the school employee 

2. Departmental sanction for the employment of a substitute teacher.  
Role of Staff Member (teachers, caretakers, SNA’s secretary)

It is the role of all staff members to be observant of all pupils in their care and to report any suspicion of abuse or disclosure immediately to the DLP or in her absence, the Deputy DLP

When recording any information in writing, it is vital that this is totally factual and quotes the child exactly

It is also a requirement that all matters pertaining to suspicions of abuse or actual abuse be treated with the strictest confidence. The child must only be identified by their number on the school register.

Recognition of Abuse:  Child abuse can often be difficult to identify and may be present in many forms.  Concerns about child protection and welfare should be shared by teachers with senior management.  

There are commonly three stages in identification of child abuse:

· Consider possibility

· Look out for signs of abuse 

· Record information

Consider possibility:  Possibility of child abuse should be considered if a child appears to have suffered suspicious injury for which no reasonable explanation can be offered.  Also if a child is distressed without obvious reason or displays persistent or new behavioural problems.  Also if a child displays unusual or fearful response to carers/parents. 
Look for signs of abuse:  Signs of abuse can be physical, behavioural or development.  Pattern of signs is likely to be more indicative of abuse.  Children may hint they are being harmed and may make disclosures.  Disclosures should always be believed.  Less obvious signs could be gently explored with the child without direct questioning.  Play situations and drawing may reveal information.  It is important to always be open to alternative explanations for physical or behavioural signs of abuse. 
Record Information:  If abuse is suspected, it is important to establish ground for concern by obtaining as much detailed information as possible.  Observations should be accurately recorded and should include dates, times, names, locations, context and any relevant information.  They should be given to the DLP and will be stored in a secure, private area.  
Reasonable Grounds for Concern

· Specific indication from child that she/he was abused

· Account by person who saw child being abused

· Evidence such as injury or behaviour which is consistent with abuse and unlikely to be caused another way

· Injury or behaviour consistent with abuse and with an innocent explanation but where there are corroborative indicators supporting the concern that it may be a case of abuse

· Consistent indication over period of time that child is suffering from emotional or physical neglect

It is important that persons reporting suspected child abuse to a Health Board should establish basis for their concerns.  A suspicion which is not supported by any objective indication of abuse or neglect would not constitute a reasonable suspicion or reasonable grounds for concern.  They should not interview a child or child’s parents/carers without first consulting with the Health Board. 

Impediments to Reporting of Child Abuse:  Abuse is difficult and to some a distasteful subject.  The belief that parents or persons in charge of children would hurt or neglect them is hard to sustain.  Therefore it is easy to deny, minimise or explain away any signs that a child is being harmed even when evidence exists.  At times it is hard to distinguish between abusive situations and those where other social problems are present.  Sympathy for families in difficult circumstance can sometimes dilute personal or professional concerns about safety and welfare of children.
Reluctance to act on suspicions can often stem from uncertainty and fear.  Professionals may be afraid of repercussions, afraid of breaking confidence, afraid of being disloyal, afraid of being thought insensitive. 

It is most important that we do not let any of the above impede us in reporting child abuse.  The Protection for Persons Reporting Child Abuse Act 1998 provides immunity from civil liability to persons who report reasonably and in good faith to designated officers of the Health Board or any member of An Garda Síochána.

Other Considerations

Special Needs:  The Stay Safe Programme will be taught each year.  Where there are children with limited academic ability, the content and activities of the lesson will be differentiated to help them to understand the message of the lesson. 

Supervision:  During breaks, all pupils are supervised by teachers in the school yard.  To access toilets in the classrooms, children must have permission of the supervising teacher.  Parents must sign a notebook if a child’s being removed from the premises during the school day.

Peer Abuse

Where there are allegations or suspicions of peer abuse, the DLP will follow the same procedures:

· Parents of all parties will be notified and the DLP will inform the BoM Chairperson  

· Principal and class teachers will make arrangements to meet separately with all parents, to resolve the matter

· The school will make arrangements to minimise the possibility of the abusive behaviour recurring

Bullying:  Bullying behaviour will be addressed under our Anti-Bullying policy.  If the behaviour involved is of a sexualised nature or regarded as being particularly abusive then the matter will be referred to the DLP.
Implementation and Review

The guidelines outlined in this policy are implemented with immediate effect from:    and will be reviewed on an annual basis, following the check-list for review as outlined in Circular 2011.  The school shall put in place an action plan to address any areas for improvement identified by the review. The BoM shall make arrangements to inform school personnel that the review has been undertaken. Written notification, that the review has been undertaken shall be provided to the Parent Teacher Association. 
Relevant phone numbers:

Meath Duty Social Worker:

046-9098555





Meath Education Welfare Office:
046-9074472
Signed :  
______________________________

Canon John Clarke

Chairperson, Board of Management

This policy was reviewed: September 2017
