
Anxiety related school avoidance affects up to 1% - 5% of primary and secondary school students each year (Sewell 2008). With close to a million students enrolled in primary and secondary schools in

Ireland currently (Department of Education 2021), this amounts to a significant number (10,000 to 50,000). Exposure therapy is an effective treatment for many anxiety disorders (Shiban 2018). Virtual

reality exposure therapy (VRET) involves controlled exposure to a virtual representation of the anxiety provoking stimulus. VRET has been shown to be as effective as conventional exposure therapy for

treating many anxiety disorders (Carl et al. 2019). VRET also brings potential benefits in terms of costs and time savings, greater control and greater repeatability of the exposure . Despite the potential of

VRET, and its obvious appeal to young people, there is limited research into its use in Child &Adolescent Mental Health Services(CAMHS).

Objectives:
1. To work collaboratively with teenage CAMHS attenders in co-designing and building a VRET for use in treating school attendance anxiety .

2. To perform a qualitative study to test the feasibility of this simulation technique as an intervention for school anxiety.

An essential and innovative aspect of this project was the co-creation of a mental health intervention with patients. 17 teenage CAMHS attenders were invited to participate in workshops where they developed

a script and story board reflecting their beliefs on the most stressful and anxiety provoking situations pertaining to school. Extensive collaboration took place with schools, primary care, youth services and

young people not attending CAMHS. These workshops used design thinking principles to understand the problem and create novel solutions.

Three of these scenarios were developed into distinct virtual reality simulated school scenarios.

These prototype scenarios were then tested to understand the feasibility of using them as a therapy for school anxiety. 18 teenagers were recruited and consented for this study. Each participant trialed each of

the three simulations. After each simulation trial, participants completed a questionnaire to capture their experience of the simulation.

Questionnaire results demonstrated that 77% of participants found the simulations immersive , 68% found the scenarios believable

and 61% could relate to Dala, the central character in story. 100% of participants believed that VRET would help with school

anxiety and would try other VRET in CAMHS .

The favourable face validity of VRET demonstrated in this qualitative study indicates potential promise for this mode of intervention for delivering psychotherapy to CAMHS attenders.

Having established evidence of good face validity, the next step is to organise a randomised control trial to assess the efficacy of this tool as a standalone treatment of school related anxiety and school

avoidance. Should these trials be successful we envisage this tool being used as an early intervention tool in schools and homes to pre-emptively treat and prevent anxiety symptoms and associated

behaviours, ultimately reducing the level of anxiety related school avoidance. Early intervention at home and in schools has the potential to significantly reduce the number of referrals to our overburdened

CAMHS.
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