Scoil Mochua

Child Protection Guidelines and Procedures

General Information

‘Children First’, the national child protection guidelines, published in September 1999 by the Department of Health and Children, noted that school staff are particularly well placed to observe and monitor children for signs of abuse. It called on schools to put in place clear procedures which school staff must follow where they suspect, or are alerted to, possible child abuse.

The document ‘Child Protection Guidelines and Procedures’ published in April 2001 by the Department of Education and Science, was specifically developed with the primary school setting in mind. The guidelines provide management authorities and school staff with guidance in relation to recognising the signs and symptoms of child abuse and with procedures for dealing immediately with such concerns. These guidelines should be used in conjunction with ‘Children First’ and not as a stand-alone document.

Designated Liaison Person (DLP)

· A central facet of the Guidelines is the requirement for each Board of Management (BOM) to appoint a senior member of staff as the Designated Liaison Person (DLP) for the school. The DLP will act as a liaison with outside agencies such as health boards and as a resource person to any staff member who has child protection concerns.

· The BOM of Scoil Mochua has appointed Ms. Catherine Carragher, Principal as the DLP. In her absence, the nominated replacement is Ms. Ann Murphy, Deputy Principal.

· There is an obligation on all school personnel to report suspicions or allegations with regard to child abuse to the DLP. The need for confidentiality should be borne in mind at all times.

Confidentiality

· All information regarding concerns of possible child 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.

· A parent/guardian of the child concerned should be informed unless doing so is likely to place the child at further risk. A decision not to inform a parent/guardian should be briefly recorded with the reasons for not doing so.

· It is not the responsibility of school staff to make enquiries of parents/guardians. It is a matter for the appropriate health board to investigate and determine what action is to be taken.

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 to any member of An Garda Siochana.

· 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. See ‘Child Protection’ DES p.6.

Qualified Privilege

· Information with regard to suspicions of child abuse given to the DLP or to the Chairperson BOM is regarded under common law as having qualified privilege.

· Qualified privilege arises, where the person making the communication has a duty to do so, or a right, or interest to protect the child and where the communication is made to a person with a similar duty, right or interest. Privilege can be displaced only where it can be established that the person making the report acted maliciously.

Recognising Child Abuse

Child abuse can take many different forms, but usually consists of one or more of the following:

· Neglect – Where a child’s needs for food, warmth, clothing, safety, nurturance and age-appropriate supervision are not provided to the extent that the child suffers significant harm.

· Emotional Abuse – Where a child’s needs for affection, security, consistency, encouragement, fun, play and security are not being met.

· Physical Abuse – Where a child is assaulted or injured in some way that is deliberate eg. bruises, fractures, burns, bites etc.

· Sexual Abuse – Where a child is used for the sexual gratification of another. It is important to note that physical signs may not always be evident so carers and professionals should be alert to the following – mood change, uncharacteristic change of behaviour, lack of concentration and age-inappropriate understanding of sexual behaviour. 

Further details are outlined in ‘Children First’ (Dept. Health and Children) p.31 – 33 and Appendix 1 p.125 – 131.

Handling Disclosures from Children

Where a child discloses to a teacher or member of staff that he/she has been abused or feels at risk of being harmed, the recipient of the information should observe the following: 

· Listen carefully and supportively.

· Do not ask leading questions or interview the child formally.

· Reassure the child and explain the need for action and its possible consequences.

· Do not make promises that cannot be kept eg. promising not to tell anyone else.

· Do not over react.

· Do not stop the child recalling significant events.

· Record the discussion accurately in a confidential file. Use the child’s roll no. in preference to his/her name.

· Report the information to the DLP and give him/her the file.

Reporting of Concerns

· If the reporting person/member of school staff and the DLP are satisfied that there are reasonable grounds for a suspicion or allegation, the DLP should report the matter to the relevant health board immediately in person, by phone or in writing.

· All reports should be made on the Standard Reporting Form as outlined in Appendix 1 of the ‘Child Protection Guidelines and Procedures’ (DES) which should be completed as comprehensively as possible.

· When submitting a report to the health board or Garda Siochana, the DLP should inform the Chairperson of the BOM before contacting the relevant authorities unless the situation demands more immediate action to be taken for the safety of the child, in which case the Chairperson may be informed after the report has been submitted.

· A parent/guardian of the child concerned should be informed unless doing so is likely to place the child at further risk. A decision not to inform a parent/guardian should be briefly recorded with the reasons for not doing so.

· In the event on an emergency or the non-availability of health board staff, the report should be made to An Garda Siochana at any Garda Station.

· Where school personnel have concerns but are not sure whether to report the matter, the DLP should consult the appropriate health board staff requesting advice and consultation. It is important at this point to be explicit that a report is not being made.

Allegations/Suspicions of Child Abuse by School Employees

· The BOM has duties in respect of the rights and interests of the children under their care and those of the employee against whom an allegation is made.

· As employers, BOMs should note that legal advice should always be sought as circumstances can vary from one case to another.

· There are two procedures to be followed:

(a) The Reporting Procedure

(b) Procedure for dealing with the Employee.

· The DLP has responsibility for reporting the matter to the Health Board. The Chairperson, BOM in consultation with his/her board, has responsibility for addressing the employment issue.

· If the allegation is against the DLP, the Chairperson assumes the responsibility for reporting the matter to the Health Board.

(a) The Reporting Procedure
· See procedure as outlined in ‘Child Protection’ (DES) Chapter 4, Paragraphs 4.2 on p.15, 16.

(b) Procedure for dealing with the Employee

· See procedure as outlined in ‘Child Protection’ (DES) Chapter 4, Paragraphs 4.3, 4.4, 4.5 on p.16 – 18. 

