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Psychological and
contextual factors
operating during the
pandemic and beyond
have converged to create
the “perfect storm” of
conditions, amplifying
known risk factors for
EBSNA and reducing

access to support services
(Lester & Michelson, 2024)




“Before Covid, | was all about
getting the kids into school.
Education was a major thing.
After Covid, I'm not going to lie .
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(Bronfenbreaner,1a79)

Increased child mental health

to you, my take on attendance Al ies
now is like | don't really care
anymore. Life's too short.” * Less anxiety and more pleasurable

, . activities during school closures
Families have been through a

really difficult time...at times « Social isolation from peers, disrupted
our home has been like a school routines and anxiety around
pressure cooker” (Frank’'s mum, academic catch-up

Yb).

* Increased parental stress and mental
“It was very obvious, like the health difficulties

first time he met up with . .
people that they were kind of * Increased family conflict

like a bit "Ahh! You know, what — tttudet )
do we do?” (Theo's mum, Y5). schaonoglmg parental attitudes towar
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"My kid was depressed! He was
ten years old with symptoms of a’
quite serious depression. It was
heart breaking. | had to email the.  Reduced access to support services
school and say | really needed

him to come in” (Frank’s mum, + Costof living crisis
Y6).

Key risk factors for EBSNA in post-
pandemic context operate at
individual, microsystem and

mesosystem levels

Breakdown in home-school
relationships

Burtonshaw & Dorrell, (2023); Lacey, Banerjee & Lester, (2023)



McDonald, Lester & Michelson, (2023)

Objective: To understand primary school children’s experience of school attendance

problems during and post-pandemic and identify priorities for support with the intention to
develop an intervention for EBSNA

Method: Phased qualitative surveys and interviews with parents and professionals

What additional

support would be
helpful for families and
how could this support
be implemented?

What are the factors
associated with
attendance problems
within the context of the
Covid-19 pandemic for

primary school-aged
children?

What formal/informal
support is provided and
to what extent is that
support effective?



1. Contributors to EBSNA

The pandemic precipitated EBSNA for some children and exacerbated existing
attendance difficulties for many

“She has had problems in the past with anxiety about school, but since the lockdowns, it has been
much worse as she would rather be at home, and home schooling has made her aware that there
could be another option. She is hoping for another lockdown!” (Parent interview)

Children faced a range of challenges when returning to school following extended
school closures:

Heightened parental anxiety/stress: “One of the biggest reasons that young people in primary
are not attending school is because of parent anxiety about their young person”

New rules and routines: “Some children appear to have experienced anxiety about the new rules
in place at school and worry about ‘getting it wrong.” (EP Survey)

Academic catch-up: “Children who are in receipt of pupil premium or who are low attainers have
not necessarily had access to the resources needed for effective home learning, therefore their
return to school is stressful for them.” (SENCO survey)



2. Responses to EBSNA

Collaboration between home and school was identified as vital but experiences mixed

“Communication is key. We have a lot of parents saying that they feel that schools don't listen to them so they just give
up talking. When you break that down and dig deeper, it's sometimes a reluctance on the parent's side to talk to the
school because they may feel judged or they may feel embarrassed that they can't get their child to school, especially
when they're in primary school.” (ESBAS interview)

Punitive statutory responses viewed almost universally as problematic but support difficult
to access

“Some teachers use threats of mum and dad being fined money. I've seen that and that totally doesn't work. You
can just see it makes the child way more anxious because then they've got this added pressure on them cause
they are like, 'Oh God now mum and dad are going to be in trouble.” And | don't find that helpful” (EMHP

interview)

Recognition of challenges faced by parental caregivers in responding to EBSNA but diverse
views

“It is mainly to do with parenting, | suppose. Sometimes what we talk about is ‘easy parenting,” not wanting to
challenge children when they don't want to go into school or having an easy day as a parent and not having that
battle about coming in, just because it makes life easier.” (Headteacher interview)

“Do we physically force her in? | don't know what the right thing was to do. Sometimes we were on the brink of
physically forcing her and | don't know, that felt emotionally wrong to do that. When she's not being naughty, she
is obviously incredibly scared and that doesn't feel right to force it, in those circumstances.” (Parent interview)



3. Areas for Support

Rebuilding home-school relationships and improving communication (“Every
interaction is an intervention”)

“They were telling me he was fine, to almost prove that it wasn't their issue. Looking back now, | think they were
doing it for reassurance, ‘He's happy here, you don't need to worry during the day.” But it felt to me like the
opposite. It felt to me like, 'We're doing everything right, you're the one with the issue.” (Parent interview)

“Where you [schools] have regular contact [with families] and then the family feels held and remembered ... but it's
difficult for schools to provide that level of resource.” (EP interview)

Early and accessible intervention before absences become entrenched

“Every local resource [that] I've ever been pointed in the direction to, | don't meet the threshold for because it's not
bad enough.” (Parent interview)

Underpinned by non-judgmental support informed by lived experience

“I'think having any kind of forum where it brings people together that have similar experiences, most parents, in my
experience, find that enormously helpful. Because otherwise they feel very alone, they feel very judged, and they
feel that no one is there to help.” (School Adviser)



McDonald, Michelson,
& Lester (2023)

*  Aim: Develop a scalable,
community-based intervention to
improve school attendance and

reduce anxiety in primary school
children affected by EBSNA

+ Method: Co-design workshops and
consultations with parents and
professionals to identify
intervention preferences and
priorities culminating in an
intervention blueprint




Guiding principles

Pragmatic, contextually-relevant, accessed rapidly with minimal barriers
Situated outside of professional-led settings and delivered in the community
Parental engagement is key - avoid highly structured, time-intensive interventions

Brief, focal and accessible targeting a small number of specific risk factors:
Parent wellbeing and stress management
Parenting strategies to reduce child anxiety and avoidance of school

Building better relationships and communication with schools

Accompanied by synchronous non-specialist human support in line with task-
sharing literature (World Health Organisation, 2007)



Intervention Blueprint

Three self-guided Intervention for School Anxiety and Absenteeism in Children

online (ISAAC)
psychoeducation

modules with videos,

reflective tasks, goal Module 1: MP%(i:i:\e/ez Module 3:
setting and home Helping parents Arentin Building positive
learning activities to with their own parenting relationships and
: stress and AEUCJISSUS communication
practice new reduce child

skills/approaches wellbeing with school staff

avoidance

Coaching provided
by trained non-
specialist. Review

module Onboarding
completion, call to Coaching Coaching Coaching
troubleshoot, introduce support support support
signpost and intervention

reflect on home
learning



Intervention targets and content

Helping parents with
stress and supporting

wellbeing
Recognising stress and
triggers
Importance of self-care
during stressful moments
Use of breathing, relaxation
and visualization methods
Long-term self-care
strategies

“I think for parents to be supported
as a first step in this process is
great, because until parents feel
supported and confident, | think
the next bit is a very big ask.”

Positive parenting
strategies to reduce child

avoidance
Anxiety & avoidance cycle
Validating child’s feelings
|dentifying and replacing
accommodating
behaviours with confidence
building statements
Seeking further support

“We accommodated really
heavily because we thought if
she was comfortable she would
chill out and then be able to do
things again whereas in fact the
route that took us down was she
knocked off one thing after
another and it just cascaded and
made everything harder.”

Building positive
relationships and
communication with

school

* Improve confidence in
communicating with school
Solution-focused approach
e.g. identifying triggers,
goals and outcomes,
collaborative action
planning, monitoring

“l always ask parents to make
notes before meeting so they can
ensure all their points are
discussed as these

meetings can get very
emotional.”




Homepage About Introduction Module one Module two Module three Coachin

ISAAC

Intervention for School Anxiety and
D ( Avoidance in Children

As part of this programme, you will complete

three modules. We recommend that you complete

one module per week and in advance of your Y
scheduled coaching session.

This video provides information on how to
complete the programme. Please watch the video @
before you start module one. -

You can then click the link to each module from
this webpage. You will need your unique ID code
(you can find it in the email with the link to this
webpage).

lls N I H R Applied Research Collaboration
UNIVERSITY Kent, Surrey and Sussex
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Participants watch four
short videos per
module which cover
why the topic is
relevant to EBSNA and
outline strategies that
parents could try

Psychoeducational
content is illustrated
using vignettes that
situate
psychoeducation in
real-world examples

Complete a module
~weekly

Video #4: Looking after your wellbeing_in the longer term

It is also important to conisder how to look after yourself in the longer term by making your
wellbeing an ongoing priority.

The last video looks at how you might do this and why it is important.

encourage themsg




Reflection

Interactive reflection tasks The following questions ask the effects of school-related anxiety for your own child.

support understanding of
the psychoeducational
What are some of the ways that school anxiety impacts on your child's:

content
Bodily sensations? (E.g., Do they experience a stomach ache? Feel achy? Shaky?)

J

Thoughts? (E.g., Do they have any particular worries/negative beliefs that keep occuring?)

Emotional feelings? (e.g., Do they experience anger? Irritability? Sadness? Fear)




Each module ends with
planning for a home
learning task designed to
encourage parents to try
out some of the strategies
they have learned about in
their daily lives



Progress is reviewed
during the weekly
coaching session which
follows a structured
protocol

Coach should be:

* Non-judgmental,
empathic, trained in
active listening

* Unconnected to child’s
school

« Some knowledge of
child anxiety and
EBSNA but this could
come from lived/living
experience



Lester, McDonald, Tunks & Michelson, (2024)

Aim: Assess the feasibility, acceptability and potential impacts of ISAAC

ISAAC delivered online through web-based platform. Modules received in fixed order
followed by ~weekly coaching session (conducted by PhD researcher)

Methods: Small mixed-methods evaluation using pre-post design

Participants: N = 12 parents consented with N = 9 continuing to participate in the study after an
initial onboarding call and providing baseline and post assessments

Parental caregivers of a child aged 5 - 11 years in a mainstream primary school and
experiencing EBSNA

No predetermined anxiety or absenteeism criterion
Children with SEN/ND not excluded

Referrals into the study generated in collaboration with Schools Wellbeing Service in Brighton
& Hove

33% of children eligible for FSM, 11% had an EHCP and 33% receiving some support for
EBSNA already



Impacts, Feasibility and Acceptability

Small to moderate reductions in:

school avoidance behaviours (d = 0.36)
child anxiety (d = 0.33)

accommodating parenting behaviours (d = 0.44)

67% of participants completed all 3 modules and coaching sessions

Remaining participants all completed at least 1 module and coaching
session



Psychoeducation was
helpful, relevant and
constructive

Structure and format
was coherent and
accessible

Time investment was
seen as worthwhile
and not overly-
burdensome

Coaching was highly-
valued, built strong
rapport and
contributed to
parent’s self-efficacy
and engagement

Parents identified a
range of positive
benefits and would
recommend to
others

“The time to reflect on the communication
with the school was really helpful and the
idea of what information you do really need
and the pathway of communication between
both. Because as good as the school is, |
don't think their communication is
particularly good. So that | thought probably
for me was the most helpful bit.”

“Yes, | think | would recommend it to
someone, if it was running for my wife I'd
say, Yes, give it a go, it's a useful way to think
about things.”

“The other things you could possibly do on
your own, like the research side of it, but |
don’t think | would have actually
implemented any of the stuff without that
coaching session.”

"You do have to make time for these kinds
of things if you want changes in your lives,
in your struggles. So, it's not a sacrifice...it's
been a helpful thing ”

“So the self-care—I think what
really liked was the way it was
set up, so starting with the
parents. That was really good
and just that whole thing
about not blaming yourself,
that this probably isn't due to
you, | think that was really
important to hear that first of
all.”

“[The coach]is a very open person...| could
always ask about something if | had a worry,

so it was nice that | could just talk about it,
and she didn't straightaway say, ‘Back to the
topic.’ She was really a good listener”

"I suppose my husband and | had become quite
negative about the school, but not in front of our son
and other parents as well, we were very careful not to do
that. But even between us we were like, “Right, we need
to draw a line underneath that now and move on.”

“very accessible, easy to wrap your head
round...there was no problems with
understanding what was being asked."



Conclusions
Early promise that ISAAC:

is acceptable to parents,

feasible to deliver as a brief web-based parent-led intervention with remote guidance provided by
a non-specialist coach

Shows potential to reduce anxiety associated with EBSNA and accommodating behaviours

Next steps:

Who should the coach be and what training would they need - might it be possible to use peer-
led coaching?

How can we reach and engage diverse and underrepresented groups? Are adaptations needed?
What additional content might be helpful?

Can we extend ISAAC to be suitable for secondary school EBSNA? What adaptations might be
necessary?
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