
Early Intervention Guidelines for 
Supporting School Anxiety

Information for Schools, 
Professionals and Parents/Carers



Aims  

• To outline what anxiety is and when it becomes 
problematic for children and young people 

• To outline what school anxiety is (with insight 
from young person)

• To outline importance of early intervention 

• To introduce an early intervention process which 
could be used to support children and young 
people experiencing school anxiety 

• To discuss possible next steps 



What is anxiety? 

Low anxiety
• Low state of arousal
• Less likely to perceive threat
• Slower reaction to threat

High anxiety
• High state of arousal
• Very likely to perceive threat
• Faster reaction to threat – better 

chance of survival



When does anxiety become 
maladaptive? 

There is a distinction between adaptive and 
maladaptive feelings of anxiety. 

• Feeling nervous about an exam or delivering training is 
adaptive (can support performance). 

• Feeling nervous about going to Sainsbury’s – could be 
maladaptive 

Anxiety becomes maladaptive when it presents a barrier to an 
individual from engaging in developmentally appropriate tasks 
in their everyday lives. 



What is school anxiety?

• For some young people, attending particular 
lessons or school in general can trigger 
feelings of anxiety and has been associated 
as a risk factor for reduced school 
attendance (Elliott and Place, 2012, Berg, 
1996). 

• There are many terms used by professionals 
to describe school anxiety including ‘school 
phobia’ and ‘school refusal.’ 



A poem about my life (contributed by 16 year old person with school anxiety)

A small figure in the playground                                       After the long search 
Looking up, searching for Mum                                         I have found my place
The classroom door                                                             A place where I am happy
Open but not inviting                                                          The sun is shining 
Walking down the street                                                     Everything is bright 
Excited for something new- After all this time 
Unaware of the disappointment to follow.                       I can finally sleep at night.
Sitting in a crowd, 
One of many 
Having trouble fitting in 
Like a piece of a puzzle 
Being used in the wrong set, 
Alone at home 
Forgetting my worries 
But they are still there 
At the back of my mind; 
Sitting in a room 
The only safe room in my life
Happy for now 
But just delaying the inevitable , 
Delaying the return to school



Why is early intervention 
important? 

• Maladaptive anxiety negatively impacts the emotional 
wellbeing of children and young people, affecting their 
self-esteem and confidence

• Long term consequences of non-attendance can include 
young people being NEET following secondary education, 
being at risk of mental health problems, poor social 
relationships and engaging in risk-taking behaviours

• Research suggests that early intervention is six times 
more likely to produce successful outcomes for young 
people rather than when they have reached the severe 
stages of non-attendance (Reid, 2002)



School Anxiety Group 

• The guidelines were developed through a multi-agency 
group consisting of professionals from  Education, Child 
and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS), 
Health, Social Care and Youth and Community in 2012. 

• The process was piloted in a Barnet Primary and 
Secondary School. 

• The views of school staff and parents/carers were 
gained through the Barnet SEMH Leading Edge Group 
in November 2018. 

• The views of young people were gained through a 
focus group at Pavilion (Meadway 2) in September 
2018.   



Supporting School Anxiety Plan: who is 
it aimed at? 

The Early Intervention process is designed to 
support children/young people who: 

• Are showing signs of school anxiety

• They may have started to communicate some 
reluctance to attend school 

• They may have started to miss some lessons 

• They may have started to miss some days at 
school 



STEP ONE: Identifying Signs of School 
Anxiety 

Common signs:
• Difficulty focusing or mind going blank
• Fatigue from sleep disturbance
• Appearing restless or on edge
• Irritability (sometimes referred to as “acting out”)
• Fear of talking in front of a group
• Fear of scrutiny or judgment
• Difficulty separating from care givers
• Avoidance behaviours
• Tantrums or meltdowns
• Psychosomatic complaints (headaches, stomach-aches, muscle pains, etc.)
• Panic attacks
• Excessive worry

https://www.barnetlocaloffer.org.uk/pages/home/information-and-
advice/how-to-get-help/what-to-expect-from-schools

https://www.barnetlocaloffer.org.uk/pages/home/information-and-advice/how-to-get-help/what-to-expect-from-schools


Open access screening tools 



STEP TWO: identify a key person

• It is important to identify a key member of 
staff who knows the child/young person well 
and has a good understanding of their needs

• The key person will be responsible for 
collating relevant information, gaining the 
young person’s views and facilitating the 
meetings



STEP 3



STEP 4: For key person to prepare 
child/young person for the meeting if 

attending and to gain their views 
Feedback from young people at Pavilion (Meadway 2) 
• They need to feel safe to talk about anxiety in a private 

environment with an adult who they trust prior to the meeting
• It is important to check with young person whether they want to 

share their  views during the meeting themselves or whether they 
would prefer a trusted adult to communicate on their behalf

• It is sometimes helpful to communicate their views in ways other 
than talking e.g. drawing or writing

• They want to be part of decision making but don’t always have the 
answers as to why they are feeling anxious

• Pace in meetings can be too fast, need to go at the young person’s 
pace

• Need to be given opportunity and space to talk around the 
questions covered in the forms and to elaborate if they want to



STEP 5: for key person to facilitate 
Supporting School Anxiety Meeting 

• For a meeting to be held with the child/young 
person wherever possible 

• For individuals in the child/young person’s 
support network to also attend 

• For the Key Person to complete Appendix 2 
(School Anxiety Support Plan Meeting 1) form 
during the meeting. Young person’s views and 
questionnaire can be completed beforehand. 











STEP SIX: For Key Person to Facilitate Review 
Meeting (after approximately 4 weeks)









Supporting School Anxiety Process 

To detect signs of school 
anxiety

To allocate a key person 
responsible for Supporting 

School Anxiety Process

For key person to complete 
Appendix 1 (preparation for 

the meeting) 

For key person to meet with 
young person to explain 

process and explore how they 
want to communicate views 

for meeting

For key person to facilitate 
Supporting School Anxiety 
Meeting (Appendix 2) with 
young person/key people in 

system

For Key person to Facilitate 
review meeting (Appendix 3)



Next steps? 

• More information regarding school anxiety and 
the Supporting School Anxiety Process and forms 
available on local offer (link)

• Presentation also available on Local Offer which 
can be disseminated to school staff 

• To school staff to work together to identify cases 
in individual schools who are experiencing school 
anxiety 

• For each case for a key person to be identified to 
work through Supporting School Anxiety process


