Autistic Anxiety A Graduated Approach to School Avoidance Roadmap for Addressing School Avoidance
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Identify the areas of the plan that have worked and analyse why these
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GOOD PRACTICE TIP: Often when a child or young person is absent from
school for a prolonged period of time, greetings or welcoming them back
may draw further attention to their absence. This can be a significant cause
of further embarrassment or anxiety. It is often best to allow the child or young
person to reintegrate into the classroom without any specific attention being
brought to their absence unless otherwise specified.

Discuss barriers that have impeded progress and explore possible
solutions

Plan for regular and ongoing review meetings with parents/guardians to
discuss progress

If no progress has been made, consider linking with statutory supports.
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Introduction to

using the Toolkit

Understanding and overcoming school avoidance is a
collaborative effort that requires school, family, and community
involvement. This Toolkit provides essential steps and resources
to support children and young people experiencing school
avoidance. For consistency, the term ‘school avoidance’ has
been used in our toolkit.

The interventions in this document are part

of a larger Toolkit developed by members

of the Childhood Development Initiative's
Nova Programme Working Group, including
representatives from Home School Community

Liaison in St Aidan’s Community School, St
Dominics/Old Bawn School Completion Programme (SCP),
Children and Young People Services Committee (CYPSC), and
Tusla Educational Support Services (TESS). The Toolkit has also
received oversight from Connect Autism Services.

Our online Toolkit is updated regularly and hosted by the
Childhood Development Initiative. It is accessed by scanning
the QR code here on the right. QR codes are placed throughout
this document to prompt readers to explore further information
available on our online Toolkit.
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School Attendance Problems and Terminology

School avoidance is a term used when a child or young person struggles
with attending school, often due to emotional, social, or academic pressures.
School avoidance is often called EBSA, or emotionally based school
avoidance. If left unchecked, school avoidance can lead to school refusal or
early school leaving.

The terminology for school avoidance can be confusing. We have included an
illustration of School Attendance Problems (SAPs) below. Parent withdrawal

is where parents/guardians choose to withdraw a child or young person from
school deliberately for various reasons. Truancy is where a child or young
person is absent from school without the knowledge of their parents/guardians,
having chosen not to go to school because they would prefer to be elsewhere.

SCHOOL ATTENDANCE
PROBLEMS

Child Non-Child
Motivated Motivated
Absenteeism Absenteeism

School
Avoiding
Behaviour

Parent School
Withdrawal Exclusion

School
@ Avoidance Truancy
(including EBSA) /|

GOOD PRACTICE TIP: Agree on the terminology the school will use
in all interactions with the family and child or young person during the

initial stages of addressing school avoidance.

It is important to recognise that although school avoidance falls under the
category of school attendance problems, it is often more complex than just
an attendance issue. School avoidance often only comes to light when it
begins to affect attendance; however, school avoidance happens because
of different factors related to the child, family, and school. You can find more
information about these risk factors by scanning the code on the right.

As described above, certain risk factors can make a child
more likely to experience school avoidance. The 4 Ps
Biopsychosocial Model helps explain how these factors
interact and how protective factors can reduce the risk.

Scan the QR code for more details and a visual of the model. T SCAN ME

Technology use and social media may contribute to school
avoidance. To learn more about healthy technology use, scan
the QR code here.
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GOOD PRACTICE TIP: The 4 Ps Model can be used in many ways. It can
be adapted as a narrative intervention to illustrate the story of how school

avoidance may have become a problem for a child or young person.

Defining School Avoidance

School avoidance is a broad umbrella term that refers to situations in which
the child or young person finds it difficult to attend or stay in school for a
whole day. It also covers children and young people who may attend school
late and leave early for reasons that pertain to difficulty in self-regulating or
coping with anxieties. School avoidance often occurs along a spectrum and
can range from mild, sporadic difficulties with school attendance to more
severe, persistent difficulties requiring collaboration with the family/carers
and multi-agency input.

GOOD PRACTICE TIP: Although school avoidance occurs on a spectrum,
children and young people may not move neatly between these different

degrees of severity. Recognising early indications of school avoidance is
crucial in intervening early and preventing the behaviour from worsening.

SPECTRUM OF SCHOOL AVOIDANCE BEHAVIOURS

SCHOOL ATTENDANCE

Positive school relationship, enjoys learning,
integrates well

EARLY WARNING SIGNS
Emerging signs of bargaining and protesting
school attendance

SCHOOL ATTENDANCE WITH
SUBSTANTIAL DISTRESS

Resistance and anxiety about attending school

Morning routine difficult, occasional lateness
occurs

Repeated lateness, often distressed on arrival

PARTIAL ABSENTEEISM

Missing significant parts of school day

FULL ABSENTEEISM

Extended period of full school absence

EARLY SCHOOL LEAVING

Disengaged from education, no
alternative in place

GOOD PRACTICE TIP: Creating a purpose (positive reinforcers) for
being in school can be helpful. For younger children, staff may create a
specific task or duty they need to be present for or a ‘returnable object’.

GOOD PRACTICE TIP: Developing a school avoidance response plan
should include a selection of suitable interventions at all points listed
above.

School avoidance, like any other behaviour, serves a purpose for the child or

young person. Behaviour is a form of communication. A child or young person

may choose to avoid school for some of the reasons listed in the diagram.

School avoidance occurs when stress exceeds support, when risks are greater

than resilience, and when ‘pull’ factors that promote school non-attendance
overcome the ‘push’ factors that encourage attendance.

GOOD PRACTICE TIP: It can be helpful to devise interventions to
address the specific reasons why the child or young person is avoiding

school, i.e. focusing on the home environment if this is a positive
reinforcer for school avoidance.

FUNCTIONS OF
SCHOOL AVOIDANCE

Negative 5 Positive
Reinforcement Reinforcement

Escaping bad Escaping social Seeking Pursuing
feelings related to situations e.g. one-to-one reinforcers at
teachers, difficult having to read in attention from home such as
subjects, class- or  front of the class, parent/ guardian T.V., internet

school-based walking past and carer, access, gaming,

situations older students, preferring to be at staying up late
peer group home, needing
challenges reassurance from
adults

The following diagram illustrates the cycles of thoughts and feelings that

can lead to a child or young person initially avoiding attending school and
continuing to refuse to attend. This is commonly referred to as the Cognitive
Behavioural Therapy (CBT) cycle, which links emotions, behaviours, and
thoughts. We can use this model to understand school avoidance: the child
or young person can often get stuck in a loop of feeling anxious about school,
then moving on to having worried thoughts about missing school, both of
which may result in school avoidance behaviours.
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GOOD PRACTICE TIP: In the diagram of the school avoidance cycle,
the anxiety around attending school has initially decreased due to

school avoidance. Often, the anxiety will increase again when the child
or young person has had time to think about reintegrating back into school.

Keeping the child or young person tethered to school through online teamwork
or schoolwork will help with this.

Presentations of School Avoidance

PRESENTATIONS OF SCHOOL AVOIDANCE
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) .PHYSICAL

Frequent complaints of illness before or during
school, such as stomach aches, ‘butterflies’,

‘ headaches, dizziness, or fatigue. When
followed up, it is often impossible to pinpoint
causes of the illness from an external factor.
These complaints may occur when a return to
school is imminent (e.g., Sunday evenings,
Monday mornings)

Sleeping difficulties and fatigue.

SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT

f

* Periodic absences or missed classes for which no explanation is given.

« Difficulty attending school after
weekends or holidays, where there
has been a period off from school.
These transition points are vital.

[]

¢ Long, unexplained absences from school.

e Clear evidence of underachieving.

» Frequent lateness to school and missing a lift/bus every day; these
patterns might seem to be a series of coincidences at first, which
may need further follow-up.

« Difficulty attending full days; they may often go home at lunch or
have many appointments scheduled in the afternoons.

Child or young person may have taken on a parental/caring
role at home.

EMOTIONAL

« Anxiety around lunch times/break times as this
is a change.

Difficulty regulating oneself after break times or
in the morning period.

Separation anxiety from parents and guardians.

Tearfulness when thinking or talking about
school.

GOOD PRACTICE TIP: Consider adopting communication styles that don’t
involve direct eye contact with the child or young person, for example,
going on a walk with them or involving them in a shared activity.

A Whole School Approach to School Avoidance

The Continuum of Support is used by schools and services when developing
their systems to support children, young people, and their families. The
Continuum of Support model emphasises the importance of a tiered
approach when solving complex issues. While the interventions outlined in
this companion document focus primarily on ‘support for few’ (intervening
directly with children, young people and families), schools may also consider
adopting a whole-school approach to school avoidance.

CONTINUUM OF SUPPORT
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School Support Plus for Few:
il
SUPPORT
FOR FEW

School Support for Some:
Identification, targeted
prevention and early
intervention for those at risk.

SUPPORT
FOR SOME

Whole School and Classroom
Support for All:

iigii
SUPPORT
FOR ALL

GOOD PRACTICE TIP: Nova has developed a good
practice section for schools in our online toolkit when
considering whole-school approaches to school

avoidance. You can find further guidance on each of the areas
in the graphic below by scanning the @R code here.
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Strong
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interagency
working
_partnership

Provision of
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schools e.g.
nurture rooms
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prevention/early
intervention of school
avoidance in existing
and new school
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interventions
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response plan &



