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Fact Sheet 24: Managing hazards and risks in the school environment 

A guide for school staff including teachers, teacher aides and school managers 

According to SafeWork Australia, a safe work environment can be achieved by 

following the 4 simple steps below: 

• Step 1 - Identify the hazard. 

• Step 2 - Assess the risk. 

• Step 3 – Control the risk. 

• Step 4 - Review the control measures. 

You will now learn how to apply each of these 4 steps in the classroom environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The 4 steps to managing workplace risks. 

Source: Safe Work Australia. (2012). 

Managing risks to health and safety at the 
workplace 

Managing work health and safety risks involves four steps: 

1. Identifying hazards – finding out what could cause harm. 

2. Assessing risks (if necessary) – understanding the nature of the harm that could 

be caused by the hazard, how serious the harm could be and the likelihood of 

it happening. 

3. Controlling risks – implementing the most effective control measure that is 

reasonably practicable in the circumstances. 

4. Reviewing control measures – ensuring control measures are working as 

planned. 
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Step 1. Identify the hazard 

Now that you know what hazards are (anything that can cause harm), we now turn our 

attention to learning how to identify them. TAs need to be constantly on the lookout for 

hazards in order to spot them and take appropriate action. 

There are 3 types or categories of hazards: 

1. places – your work area (e.g., paper on the floor) 

2. products – equipment, chemicals and goods (e.g., a knife) 

3. processes – the way tasks are completed (e.g., sitting for a long time). 

 

 

What hazards do you notice here? 

Hint 
When entering a learning area, do the ‘3P check’ – what places, products or processes 

could be made safer? 
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Can you spot the hazard? What would you do? 

 

 

What hazards do you notice here and what would you do about them? 
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Step 2. Assess the risk 

Once you have spotted a hazard, you will need to think about the best course of action. 

To do this, first assess the level of risk. In simple terms, risk is the possibility of the 

hazard causing harm. In other words, the chances of something bad happening. The 

level of risk is the amount of risk that is present for a given hazard or activity.  

The basic method used to find the level or risk, and the method that you will use nearly 

every day, is to classify the hazard as either low, medium or high risk. To find the 

level of risk, you will need to ask 2 questions: 

1. What is the likelihood that the hazard will cause harm?  

2. If it did cause harm, how severe would the consequences be? 

For example, driving carefully is low risk, driving fast is medium risk, and driving both 

fast and when it’s raining is high risk. 

There is no real reason to waste time assessing the risk of a hazard when you can 

simply and easily remove it completely. For example, if there is a piece of paper on 

the floor, don’t bother thinking about whether it’s low, medium or high risk – simply 

pick it up and put it in the bin. This approach applies to the majority of hazards you will 

come across in your work as a TA. 

The more you practise classifying hazards, the easier it will get and pretty soon it will 

become second nature. Here is an example of each risk level: 

• Low risk: students in a Year 10 home economics class are boiling water to 

cook eggs. While a risk exists, the likelihood and severity of spilling hot water 

are both low. The likelihood of something going wrong is low because of the 

students’ age, maturity and experience. The volume of water is low, so the 

potential severity is also low-medium. Overall, the risk is low. 

 

• Medium risk: a Year 6 child with visual impairment is boiling water to cook an 

egg. The likelihood of injury is medium due to the student’s visual impairment 

and age. As the child is smaller than high school students, a burn injury might 

be proportionately larger, and the severity is therefore medium-low. Overall, the 

risk is medium. 
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• High risk: a group of Year 3 children are learning to boil eggs. The likelihood 

of an accident at some point is high, and given their height, a spill could easily 

burn their face. The severity is therefore high, and the overall risk is high. 

 

For most hazards, you can simply think about whether the risk is low, medium or high 

and then take proportionate action. In the 3 examples above, the first is deemed to be 

low risk and therefore the activity can continue with rules, reminders, modelling and 

supervision. The second example is a medium risk and can continue with tighter 

controls such as one-to-one supervision and a buddy system. A higher adult-student 

ratio is required. The third example is too dangerous and should be avoided. 

This example is relatively straightforward and can be completed on the fly; most TAs 

will instinctively know what is acceptable and what’s not – particularly after a few years 

of experience. We all make risk assessments every day, such as whether we should 

walk the dog in a lightning storm or if riding a push bike in peak hour traffic is safe. 

These same instincts help when making decisions in the workplace. If in doubt, speak 

with a more experienced co-worker or your supervising teacher. 

 

Always be on your toes in situations like this, especially if there are children nearby. 

Risk matrix 

Some activities require a more detailed risk assessment. They include excursions and 

unusual tasks or activities that are dangerous but necessary (e.g., driving a tractor as 
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part of an agricultural course). A TA might use a risk matrix when planning an 

excursion as they are often a required section of the planning template. 

Most TAs will only use a risk matrix when they are working in a specialist program that 

requires this level of planning or if they are requested to do so. However, you should 

get in the habit of using a risk matrix when the opportunity arises. It doesn’t have to be 

time consuming. In fact, it only takes a few moments to complete one, but it has the 

benefit of being much more accurate than not using a matrix. As it’s a more detailed 

approach, it helps to protect you and other staff in case someone is hurt. It will also 

make you look much more professional. 

To use the risk matrix, simply ask the same 2 questions from the previous section: 

what is the likelihood that a hazard will cause harm and how severe would the 

consequences be? The risk matrix uses slightly different terminology (‘moderate’ 

instead of ‘medium’) and has an additional ‘extreme’ category. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Consequence 
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 Insignificant Minor Moderate Major Catastrophic 

Almost certain Moderate High High Extreme Extreme 

Likely Moderate Moderate High Extreme Extreme 

Possible Low Moderate High High Extreme 

Unlikely Low Low Moderate High High 

Rare Low Low Low Moderate High 

A basic risk matrix that you will commonly see in forms and activity planning applications (e.g., for excursions). 
TAs are often put in charge of organising activities such as excursions. 
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Step 3. Control the risk 

This step is much easier than you may first think. Controlling risks simply means taking 

reasonable and proportionate steps to prevent the hazard from causing harm. In step 

1, you found the hazard. In step 2, you decided whether it was a low, medium or high 

risk. Now in step 3, you need to take action to minimise the chances of someone 

getting hurt. 

Obviously, the best solution is to completely remove the hazard so there is absolutely 

zero chance of an injury occurring. Sometimes however, eliminating the hazard is 

impossible. The next best solution is to substitute it with something less risky or to 

isolate it somehow. If that’s not possible, then you may need to modify the activity or 

any equipment to make it safer. You could also set rules and provide additional 

instructions. Finally, if none of the above is possible, PPE or personal protective 

equipment can be supplied so there is a physical barrier between a person’s body and 

the hazard.  

The paragraph above describes what is known as the hierarchy of control (or HOC 

for short). The HOC is a series of options for controlling a hazard. The first option is 

the safest and most preferred, followed by the second, the third, and so forth.  

The Hierarchy of Control 

Step 1. 

Elimination 

Get rid of it! This is the most effective method of controlling a hazard 

as it is completely removed. For example: 

• filling in a hole to eliminate a tripping hazard 

• removing broken furniture by throwing it in the bin. 

Step 2. 

Substitution 

Replace the hazard with a less dangerous alternative. For example: 

• substituting a toxic glue with a non-toxic one 

• swapping worn equipment with better-quality equipment. 

Step 3. 

Isolation 

Prevent others from getting close to the hazard. For example: 

• placing physical barriers around it 

• locking hazardous chemicals away. 
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Step 4. 

Engineered 

controls  

Also known as redesigning or modifying. This involves changing a 

process or tool/equipment to make it safer. For example: 

• placing covers or guards on equipment 

• raising table or bench height to reduce potential back injuries. 

Step 5. 

Administrative 

controls 

Use signs, rules and training to make the environment safer. For 

example: 

• painting steps and slopes in bright colours  

• placing signs in areas to warn of specific hazards 

• providing additional training to staff and other users. 

Step 6.  

Personal 

Protective 

Equipment  

(PPE) 

PPE is the least preferred control method as it means being in close 

proximity to a hazard, albeit with protection. Examples of PPE include: 

• safety glasses for the science lab and workshops 

• sun protection such as sunglasses, hat and sunscreen 

• gloves for cleaning, protection from fluids, and cooking 

• respirators and masks for painting and work around fumes 

• earmuffs for activities that are loud 

• fluoro vests for easy identification when on an excursion. 

Hint 
You must wear PPE if the task requires it and your employer supplies and directs 

you to use it. While the school should supply PPE, many TAs buy their own (such 

as sunscreen, hats and even spare disposable gloves. Keep these in your bag. 
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Step 4. Review control measures 

Safety is not a ‘set and forget’ task – it’s more like ‘set and check, re-check and check 

again’. Keep an eye out for unidentified hazards, residual risks, unintended 

consequences of new rules or instructions, broken equipment, and students who don’t 

fully understand or recall what to do. Ensure that students follow your instructions and 

that your control measures do in fact make the task safer – sometimes they create 

new hazards that were never imagined or ‘shortcuts’ that are even more dangerous. 

For example, people can become lax with safety when using PPE because they 

believe the protective layer will protect them from any injury.  

Residual risk 

When a control is put in place to reduce the level of risk, some risk may continue to 

exist. For example, suppose a contractor has dug a big hole and installed a small 

temporary fence around it. The risk of falling in the hole is lower now that there is a 

fence, but someone could still get hurt (e.g., a student might climb the fence to get a 

ball).  

Residual risk is the ‘left-over risk’ that cannot be completely removed – even 

eliminating a hazard may not remove the risk entirely. A broken chair may still be used 

by someone even if it’s safely locked away – a cleaner could take it out of the 

storeroom to vacuum and forget to put it back. The next person that comes along sits 

in the chair. This is why broken equipment should be tagged with bright-coloured 

stickers and tape. 

Unintended consequences of control measures 

Not only should you consider the residual risk, but also think about whether your 

controls have created an entirely new hazard. For example, students aren’t allowed in 

the classroom after lunch until the teacher arrives (for safety reasons). However, there 

is a risk that students will get sunburnt by standing in the sun during the hottest part 

of the day – it only takes 2 or 3 minutes. 

Dignity of risk 

‘Dignity of risk’ refers to a person’s right to take reasonable risks in order to participate 

in activities. The concept was developed by the disability community to express their 
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frustrations with excessive mollycoddling (over-protectiveness) in the supposed name 

of safety. In reality, many rules are put in place to protect the rule-maker from potential 

legal action, not to protect the participant. This has led to modern movements such as 

‘nature play’ where children are permitted to climb trees, logs and rocks, play in 

streams and do things that are a higher risk of injury, but also important for the child’s 

development. 

Dignity of risk is a balancing seesaw between ‘positive risk taking’ on the one hand 

and the safety or legal concerns of supervisors on the other. This doesn’t mean that 

children are given unlimited freedom to do whatever they want – teachers and TAs 

need to make professional judgements by considering the risk and the reward (e.g., 

self-esteem, friendships, social skills, physical health, happiness etc.). School staff 

should be wary of overprotecting children (in the name of safety) in a way that restricts 

their development and quality of life. 

 

Safe Work Australia. (2012). Identify, assess and control hazards. https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/risk 

 


