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This workbook came
about as there has been a
huge increase identified
in recent years in young
people presenting to
services in the community
with school avoidance.

The group would like to extend
a huge thank you to the young
people and their families. This

workbook would not have been
possible without your valuable
views and insights... Thank you.

Through funding accessed

from the Tusla Child & Youth
Participation initiative, it was
decided that a workbook for
practitioners which can be used
with young people, their parents
or guardians and schools would
be beneficial.

Young people who have struggled
with school avoidance and their
parents were consulted in all
aspects of this project and you will
find some of their views on various
areas of the workbook throughout
in speech bubbles. These young
people also had the final say

on what questions we asked
throughout the workbook.

This project was a Co. Offaly
initiative and the group of
professionals involved was made
up of Offaly Educational Welfare
Officers, Offaly Tusla PPFS team
members, Offaly CAMHS worker
and several Offaly based Home
School Community Liaison
Officers.

All young people and their families
consulted throughout the project
are Offaly based families also.

We would like to acknowledge

the previous Laois/Offaly School
Refusal Pack and the professionals
involved with this as this pack
helped to inform some of the
contents of this workbook.
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My name is: J

I prefer to be called: \

My birthday is: |

lam I Years old

Ilive in ’

with J

My school’s name is: \

1 am good at: l

If 1 could make 1 wish, it would be:
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Doodle wall:

In my ideal school 1 would like there to be:

What others have said:

Allowed to wear leggings
or tracksuit when the
uniform trousers is
irritating.

More breaks

5 minute break
between classes

No Homework! /

If teachers can wear a coat Chill out room for
when its cold, so can | any student issues

In my ideal school | would not like there to be:
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What others have said: What others have said:

sign in late without asking me for no reason

what’s going on for me.

Have a fun day once a
month and a suggestion
box for the activity

Having to get changed for
PE in front of everyone No Uniform

Shorter classes

Awards & treats for just Only some people allowed

to use the sensory room

Horse-riding classes

the smart people in class

If 1 was principal for a day, | would:

Longer break times

More non-book type classes
like doing stuff outside.

Call teacher by their name
instead of Ms or Sir
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The things | like best in school are:

The things | like least in school are:

The things | am good at are:

The things I find hard are:

My friends are:

Doodle wall:

My teacher can help me by:

n

My teacher is proudest of me when:

Rewards I like best in school are:

I need help with:

Doodle wall:
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Morning time Night time

Me and my school

The things we do every day for getting
ready for school are called a routine.
Sometimes, some areas of our routines
need a bit of extra attention so that we
can be ready on time to be in school.

Having my homework done
and my dinner ate by 7pm.

Get up on time in the
morning at 7:30am.

Having my breakfast and a A Having a shower.
drink (15 minutes). Y

¢ -

Kevin has just begun 1st year
in secondary school. Some
mornings, Kevin was not
getting to school on time
because he was not prepared.
This often led to Kevin being
given out to by his parents for
being late for school. Kevin’s
teacher sat down with him and
spoke to him about routines.

She gave Kevin a routines list
to follow in the morning of all
the tasks he needs to do in

the morning to get to school,

prepared and on time and how
long he will be spending on
each task. She also made a list
with Kevin of all the tasks he
has to do at night-time to be
able to go to bed prepared and
on time for school the next day

N B

g® ¢

Having my uniform ready
and getting dressed
(5 Minutes).

Making my bed
(5 minutes).

Brushing my teeth and
gelling my hair
(10 minutes).

Preparing my lunch and
putting it in my bag
(5 minutes).

Bag on my back and
ready to leave the house
at 8:15am.

Making sure my uniform is
ready for the next morning.

Spending 1 hour down time
(reading a book, playing a
game, listening to music etc).

Brushing my teeth.

Saying goodnight to those
at home.

Setting my alarm for
tomorrow morning.

Turning off all technology in
my bedroom.

Going to bed at 9:30pm.

Having a good night’s sleep.
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After reading Kevin’s daily routines list, what would be a good routines list to help you make
sure you are prepared for school each day

My morning routine: My night routine:
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= . Information for parents
Section 2: and guardians

Pa re ntS & G u a rd ia nS What is school avoidance: Although each child is different, there

are signs that you can look out for that
may indicate your child is struggling to
attend or stay in school:

School avoidance behaviour refers
to a child’s refusal to attend school

or difficulty remaining in school for
an entire day. - Worry or fear related to school

Refusal to go to school may happen - Sleeping difficulties and fatigue
at any age but most typically occurs
in children 5-7 years of age and in

those 11-14 years of age. Generally,

- Change of mood or a negativity
towards school, subjects, or teachers

the child refuses to attend school and - Increased self-consciousness about
experiences significant distress about their appearance or perceived
the idea of attending school. This can appearance in school

be very frustrating for you as a parent. . Lack of engagement with school

activities, outings, trips, sports teams

- Poor sense of school belonging
(“nobody in that school likes me”)

Are there any current signs | see about my child that has me worried:
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What is school avoidance:

- Speak calmly with them and let them know that you understand
- Encourage them to talk to you about how they feel

- Bereassuring

- Praise them for making the effort to go to school or stay in class

- Establish and maintain good routines for bedtime, getting up, homework, dinner etc.

- If there are 2 parents, make sure to present a united front in front of your child

What do | find works well to help my child:

What new techniques could | try to help my child:

Talk to the school.

Speak with the class teacher,
principal or Home School Liaison
Officer about your current situation
and ask them for advice. They may
be able to come up with a plan
between you, your child and the
school which may help solve the
issue.

GP or Mental Health supports.

If you have spoken with the school
and come up with a plan but are
not seeing improvements, there
may be more going on for your
child. Have you noticed a change
in their mood? Are they low or
withdrawn? There are loads of
services in the community that
work with children around their
feelings. Your GP would be a good
point of contact for a referral or
signposting to these services.

Where else can | access supports?

If your GP does not feel there

are any emotional issues or does
not refer or signpost you to any
services, there are other services
you can contact for information and
support:

« Any parent can contact the Tusla
Educational Support Service
(TESS) who can give you advice
in relation to school refusal or

If you feel that you are trying everything you can at home,
but your child is still anxious about or refusing to go to
school, there are supports available to help.

avoidance without necessarily
opening a file to an Education
Welfare Officer. You can find the
most up to date contact details
for your local TESS office on the
Tusla website.

Any parent can also contact
their local Tusla Child and Family
Support Network Coordinator
(CFSN) who will have
information on all services that
support children and families in
the area. They can also discuss
the Meitheal process with you
which is a parent led process of
bringing all services currently
available to your child together
to come up with an action plan
for moving forward. You can find
the contact details for your local
CFSN Coordinator on the Tusla
website or by contacting your
local Tusla office.

Many areas will also have a
Family Resource Centre who
have a range of free supports
available for children and parents
including counselling, play
therapy, parenting groups, youth
groups etc. You can find contact
information for your local Family
Resource Centre on the Tusla
website.
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Below is a step-by-step guide of where you can go for support to try help
your child attend and remain in school:



Section 3:
Schools

Hi,

My name is Wendy and | am writing thig letter to tell you about the struggle | had of getting my Son

Peter to go to School.

Peter never liked school. From junior infants he would cry at the school gate and hold onto the railings $o
| wouldn,t leave. This wag very hard for me but | knew that Peter had to be in school. AS Peter got older,
it got harder to get him to go to school in the mornings. Une day when Peter was 10 he refused to go to
school and from then on he remained out of school for nearly 7 years.

| had a lot of chats and meetings with the teacher, principal, and home school liaison. The School were very
supportive and understanding. The school tried a few different plans to get Peter back in school but they
did not work. One of these times caused Peter to threaten to hurt himself, which was very frightening
for me. | brought Peter to the GP and he was referred to CAMHS because of this. CAMHS assessed peter
and found that his low mood was linked to the anxiety he had developed to school.

The school referred Peter to the Educational Welfare Officer, John due to the amount of days he had
missed. | was nervous when | was told this as | thought | was going to get in trouble and | knew that
parents can sometimes get brought to court when their child isn,t in school. When | met John, he was
very friendly and understanding of my situation and this put me at ease. He met with Peter and spoke
with Peter about what he didn,t like about school. At thig point, | was feeling very sad and upset about
the situation and | was letting peter have his own way at home as | didn,t have the energy to fight with
him about rules. John supported me in getting a family support worker, Susan, to help me at home to
keep in place routines and boundaries while encouraging Peter to return to $chool and dealing with any
difficult behaviour that he was giving me.

| was then put in contact with the GESN Coordinator Claire in my local Tusla office. She rang me and
spoke to me about the Meitheal process. This meant everyhody involved in trying to help me and Peter
could come together to put a plan in place to Support him going back to school. It was agreed to explore
home tuition for Peter. CAMHS recommended Peter to get Home Tuition. Peter got a lovely tutor named
Joe who began meeting with him at home. This tutor then began meeting with Peter in the school as part
of his support plan for returning to school and this made it easier for Peter to go back to school. When
Joe hegan meeting with Peter in school, this helped with making Peter comfortable again with his teachers
and friends. We had review meetings every 6 weeks and John, me, School ete agreed with Peter it wags time
for him to go back to school. Qvertime as part of the reintegration plan he started to take part in school
again with hig class.

Fast forward to now as | am writing this letter, Peter is back in school full Sime. All the workers are now
closed to me and we are living a happy life as a family. My advice to you is to always take the support
when it i offered as | dread to think where | would be now if | didn,t. And trust me that things can
always get better, because for me they did.

All the best,
Wendy
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Learning or social needs may be identified and the school along with
the family should seek to address these barriers with interventions
e.g. resource support, NEPS referral, social skills curriculum or a
buddy within school.

What can schools do when
someone is identified as
school avoiding?

A plan for re-entry to school will be agreed and recorded with the
young person, their parents/guardians and the school. Non-negotiable
school attendance (ie. parent insisting that the young person goes to
school) may be appropriate for younger students or those with mild
school refusal. A gradual return plan is often recommended for older
students, or for students who are experiencing more severe anxiety

or depression. An example of this type of plan is included in Appendix
D. The main focus of this plan is a gradual working up of the amount
of hours that the young person spends in the school environment.
This plan should be agreed and signed up to by all relevant parties.

When a student is identified as having difficulty in attending school
it is imperative to implement supportive interventions as soon as
possible. It is essential that a potential difficulty for the student is
picked up early through the preventative measures listed above,
and that when non-attendance begins, help is provided immediately
to prevent non-attendance becoming embedded. If a student is out
of school for a period of time, it is harder to return to the routine of

school. The following process is advised: If the student is not yet doing full days, time at home should be

structured as if they were in school (e.g. uniform on, no TV or internet,
working on the subjects as indicated on the time table) with class

The school should alert the parents to the fact that there are concerns work being given to the student to bring home and work on.

about school attendance.

Tusla EWO to be notified of the difficulties the student is
experiencing. A NEPS telephone consult may also be sought and
helpful for school at this point.

A helpful next step is to organise a meeting between school, parents
and young person to identify and discuss the issues. The Guidance
Counsellor or the Learning Support Co-Ordinator are often staff
members best placed to be a key staff support for the family. School
refusal is not always due to anxiety and a full understanding of the
family and young person’s context should be sought by school.

Teachers and school staff should be made aware of the plan and
briefed on anxiety related issues if present e.g. talking aloud in class,
leaving the classroom unhindered, if necessary with the use of break
cards. Staff should be advised not to quiz the student on absences or
question why the student has not been in class.

This meeting should act as a supportive way of problem solving

the barriers that are causing the young person to miss school and a
key objective of this meeting is to identify the cause of the school
refusal e.g. anxiety or specific barriers about returning to school.

A screening on the risk factors which may underlie the issues with
attendance should be carried out with the family to help identify
what has prompted the school refusal. Once the reason for the issues
with attendance is understood it will be easier to build supportive
interventions around this. A sample of the School and Parental
checklist is included in Appendix C.

The student should be helped to identify the staff members with
whom he or she feels safest and who can greet the student returning
to school and be the support for the student throughout the return
process. Regular and set check in times with that staff member can
be useful for the young person to discuss their difficulties and build a
rapport with the staff member.

0000 060
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Any additional support strategies agreed at the return to school
meeting should be implemented as soon as the student begins the
return to school, for example resource hours designed for social skills
programmes or extra tuition to catch up on missed work.

There may be a peer that can be identified as a buddy or mentor for
the return plan. This peer could be asked to meet with the student
returning on their first day to re-integrate them in school life. If the
young person has missed school time a return to social activities can
be daunting and a peer is best placed to help with this. This peer
can help ensure the student is included in a group for launches, is
briefed on class work and remains close to them as a support over
the return to school period. With the young person’s consent, it may
also be helpful to brief peers on the return to school and urge them
to be supportive with no questioning as to why the student has been
absent, whilst avoiding over-dramatising the situation

If possible, a quiet area of the school should be designated and the
young person can be allowed use this as a relaxation/chill room; this
will encourage the student to stay in the school rather than leave
when their anxiety is high. A designated staff member may be useful
to help calm the young person if time out is needed. Time out cards
may be a useful strategy to trial with the student. This will allow them
to leave the classroom without significant disruption. If they are in
possession of these cards and are in the hallways during class time
they can show this card without being unduly questioned.

Regular phone contact between parents and school staff is
recommended in order to maintain the return to school plan. A
teacher (possibly the identified staff member) should be allocated as
the contact person for the parent.

A record of attendance and time spent in school should be kept by
the school.

A review date for the return plan should be set 10 school days from
the initial plan being made and all steps implemented over this period.
A record of intervention should be kept in case of referral onwards.
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In the case where a student has special educational needs
which contributed to school refusal, the following is
important to have in place to facilitate a smooth transition:

« All teachers, SNAs and other staff members working with the student have
been briefed about anxiety related problems (e.g. reading aloud in class), social
problems (e.g. bullying), learning problems (e.g dyslexia), or home problems
(e.g. family bereavement)

« Where the student’s learning needs have been identified, the student may
need to be prioritised for assessment within school or be referred to NEPS, for
consultation or assessment

« A suitably resourced and planned special educational needs programme is
implemented

« Review of school based anxiety management programmes where available,
providing the student with the opportunity to learn about anxiety and how best
to manage and cope.
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What if this is not working or the plan has not progressed?

+ The case should be flagged with the EWO and a referral made if the young
person has been absent for 20 days or more, (and where the absences are
unexplained and/or the school is concerned about the pattern of attendance),
within an academic year. A review meeting with parents and school should
be set within 10 school days to discuss progress. Discuss barriers that have
impeded progress and possible solutions to these. Identify the areas of the plan
that have worked and look at what it is about these supports that have proved
helpful. Brainstorm other supports which may help.

Resources

+ All supports currently in place should be reviewed and if additional supports
are needed they should be identified and implemented as soon as possible. This
may include NEPS and Tusla Family Support Services.

« It may be helpful to request the case be considered for the Meitheal process
with the written consent of the parents. The Tusla Meitheal process identifies
the strengths and needs of the young person and family while co-ordinating
services in order to develop an agreed action plan and review process of same.
The aim is for the identified unmet needs of the young person to be met by the
parents supported by the various agencies. There must be 2 or more agencies
involved with the young person for Meitheal to be considered. Following this
meeting regular reviews will take place with the young person, parents and
professionals to monitor and support the implementation of the Meitheal Action
Plan.

« If no significant progress has been made a referral can be made through GP
or a senior clinician (see CAMHS Standard Operating Procedures-
https:/www.hse.ie/eng/services/list/4/mental-health-services/camhs/
publications/camhs-operational-guide-2019.pdf ) to CAMHS (if moderate to
severe mental health issues are present)
or Primary Care Psychology Service (if
behavioural or mild-moderate mental
health difficulties are present).

« Areferral can be made to TUSLA Child
Protection Social Worker if it is deemed
that the parents are not supporting
the young person to meet its identified
unmet needs
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5

Anxiety

Stress

Sleep

Relationships and fitting in

Gender Issues

This list is just some of the many
reasons that may prevent a young
person from going to school. Each child
will have a different reason or reasons
for struggling with school and it is
important as practitioners that we are
mindful of this when working with a
child and their family.

Below, you will find links to resources
to support the above issues and a
wide range of other issues that present
for your people and their families.

The resources are listed under young
person, parent and professional with
links for resources for each of these
stakeholders below.

Young People:
Some tiktok’s to follow:
+  @drjuliesmith
@nadiaaddesi

+  @amoderntherapist
«  @theshaniproject

Some Instagram pages to follow:

+  @headspace

+  @dearmyanxiety

+  @themindgeek

+  @story.of.the.mind

Some websites to check out:

«  www.mentalhealthireland.ie
+  Www.jigsaw.ie

+  www.spunout.ie

+  www.aware.ie

+  www.ispcc/teenline.ie

+  www.belongto.ie

«  www.changingfutures.ie

Parents:

«  www.hse/mentalhealthsupports.ie
+  wWww.jigsaw.ie

- www.irishlifehealth.ie

«  Www.cypsc.ie

«  www.parentsplus.ie

- www.tusla.ie/parenting-and-family-supports
- www.tusla.ie/parenting-24-seven.ie
«  www.parentline.ie

«  www.belongto.ie

«  Wwww.asiam.ie

- www.changingfutures.ie

Professionals:
Some websites to check out:

+ www.spunout.ie

«  www.socialworktoolkit.com
«  www.tusla.ie

«  www.tusla/tess.ie

«  www.barnardos.ie

«  www.parentsplus.ie

«  www.parentline.ie

- www.belongto.ie

+ www.asiam.ie

< www.open-up.ie/offaly

- www.changingfutures.ie

Some programmes to check out:

The sleep programme: promoting positive sleep habits with young people

Tusla Child & Youth participation toolkit specifically for |

statutory educational welfare service
Be Healthy Be Happy

B4udecide
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