
pathways report

continued on page 2

continued on page 2

Home Visits: Key to the Return for 
Many School Avoidant Students

Easing Students into Academics at Pathways

As with all of Cornerstone’s various initia-
tives over the years, our School Avoidance 
program can always be counted on to go 
the extra mile to ensure each student’s 
success. And, in this case, our staff liter-
ally go the extra mile by including home 
visits as an important part of students’ 
multi-pronged treatment protocol.

“The goal of home visits is two-fold,” 
according to Pathways Director, Mr. 
Gregory Levine. “We are there to coach 
parents as much as we are there to of-
fer support and encouragement for the 
students.” Home visits occur only with the 
prior approval of the parent or guardian, 
and only after a detailed planning session 
with parents to determine exactly what 
will happen during the visit. In many 
instances the Cornerstone staff member 
may never even enter the home because 

School avoidance is a thorny clinical 
problem that requires a tailored and multi-
faceted approach for each student. And, 
as with all mental health concerns faced 
by its students, Cornerstone must balance 
clinical intervention with academic accom-
modations to help each student succeed.

Even highly motivated students find 
academics challenging if they are 
overwhelmed with the anxiety and other 
complicating factors that contribute to 
school avoidance. Extreme dysregula-
tion interferes with concentration and all 
aspects of executive functioning, making 
it difficult if not impossible for a student  
to be present in the classroom, literally 

Updating school professionals about the challenges and solutions for students struggling with school avoidance. 

the supportive presence of a school repre-
sentative waiting outside often is enough 
to motivate the student to dress and get 
on the bus or into the parent’s car to be 
driven to school. 

Most often it is Mr. Levine himself who will 
conduct a home visit, but there are times 
when the school’s Principal, Mr. Gregg 
Weisman, or the student’s clinician will 
travel to the student’s home. Both practical 
and clinical factors determine who will do 
a home visit, e.g., is the student’s home on 
the staff person’s morning route to school; 
does the student particularly need the 
reassurance of his or her primary clinician; 
does a female student feel uncomfortable 
around male staff members given a  
history of abuse? Whichever staff member 

and/or mentally. In fact, sometimes the 
more devoted to academics the student 
is, the more anxiety is generated because 
of the constant fear of falling behind or 
receiving unacceptable grades.

Much of the clinical work with school 
avoidant youngsters is centered around 
the home and the caregivers who must 
partner with CDS staff to create incentives 
for the child to push through anxieties and 
to detach from naturally occurring rewards 
within the home. Most of the educational 
support, however, occurs within the school 
building, both in the Pathways suite and in 
“mainstream” classroom settings.
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All newly enrolled Cornerstone students, 
including those in our Pathways program, 
are met with an individually customized 
plan of expectation and support. Based 
on thorough clinical and educational 
evaluations, CDS staff strive to balance 
our expectations for change and forward 
movement with both understanding and 
support for how difficult it is to move 
through severe mental health symptoms 
and to change long-established habits. 
Students with all kinds of disabilities 
– physical challenges, mental health 
disorders, neuro-developmental differ-
ences, educational limitations – to some 
degree struggle with self-concept. From a 
very early age they have learned that they 
are different from other kids and that they 
cannot readily do what other students 
their age seem to do with ease. This ex-
perience erodes self-esteem and its close 

Building Self-Efficacy in Students and Their Families
cousin, self-efficacy, the belief that one 
has the capacity to effectively handle life’s 
challenges. Individuals with low self-ef-
ficacy assume that everything that goes 
wrong is because of their deficiencies or 
faulty behaviors, while things that go right 
are not due to their efforts but rather are 
attributable to external circumstances. 
With this in mind, CDS staff target low 
self-efficacy as a primary barrier for all 
Pathways students regardless of what 
factors contribute to a specific student’s 
school avoidance. A daily schedule and 
activity plan is created for each student 
and adherence to this plan is tracked in 
detail. An educational aide documents 
what the student did for each scheduled 
activity: did the student fully participate, 
did she sleep for part of the time, did  
he procrastinate and avoid, etc. At the 
end of each day, the student has a  

compliance score and very specific 
information about when and how she 
functioned in school. This becomes the 
basis for extensive problem-solving 
discussions with both teachers/aides and 
clinicians. “You stayed completely on 
task for the first two periods. What were 
you doing to manage your anxiety and 
maintain focus during that time? What 
happened after that? What was different 
from yesterday when you slept through 
your entire first period?”. 
Pathways tracking grids are not unlike 
DBT Diary Cards. They support behavior-
al analysis/problem-solving discussions to 
bring cognitive awareness to the student 
about triggers, coping skills, self-defeating 
thoughts and behaviors, environmental 
aspects that make it easier or harder to 
stay on task, etc. These discussions  

Academic Support for Anxious, Avoidant Students
Students who struggle with School Avoidance are not truant, 
and in most cases, they are not seeking to avoid schoolwork 
per se. Many care deeply about their academic performance 
and are not deficient in any way from an intellectual or learn-
ing perspective. And yet, of course, schoolwork suffers when 
a student is chronically absent from school.
The impact of prolonged separation from school routines 
was brought sharply into focus by pandemic-related school 
closures. Many students are still struggling to “catch up” edu-
cationally, socially, and emotionally. The disengagement from 
school and teachers was profound and challenged schools 
all over the country to seek new ways to re-connect with 
students, even those who previously did not have issues with 
regular school attendance.
As part of its efforts to ease students back to school when 
in-person classes resumed, Cornerstone expanded the role  
of its Academic Support Coordinators. There is a dedicated 
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conducts the home visit, however, he/she 
will follow the planned protocol that was 
agreed upon with the student’s parents.

As with all of Cornerstone’s clinical 
interventions, the use, frequency, and 
content of home visits are customized 
to the needs of each individual student. 
“Home visits are not a blanket interven-
tion”, according to Mr. Levine. “There are 
times, in fact, when home visits are clini-
cally contraindicated depending on the 
initial assessment of what factors maintain 
the student’s school avoidance.” If, for 
example, seeking parent/adult attention 
and nurturance is a primary factor that 
contributes to a student’s avoidance, then 
the arrival and attention of caring school 
personnel may inadvertently reinforce the 
avoidance of school. 

Similarly, not all school avoidant students 
are assigned to the Pathways suite 
depending on the severity of the problem 
and on what motivates the youngster to ei-
ther attend or avoid school. For example, 
students who are motivated by the ability 
to socialize with peers at school tend to do 
better as “mainstreamed” school avoid-
ance students, spending little or no time in 
the Pathways suite on a day-to-day basis. 

In short, home visits are like every other 
clinical intervention at Cornerstone:  
customized to address each student’s 
need and to optimize clinical and  
academic success. 

The Pathways Program uses a combi-
nation of instructional settings to meet 
students where they are in their journey of 
reacclimating to attending school. While 
school attendance plans can differ from 
student to student, there are some tech-
niques that are commonly used.

The ultimate goal, of course, is for stu-
dents to become active participants in the 
typical classroom setting, engaging both 
academically and socially with peers and 
teachers. We have found over the years 
that pairing in-person remote instruction 
within the Pathways suite with mainstream 
class participation allows for an effective 
gradual exposure plan. 

All CDS classrooms are equipped with 
sophisticated technology including  
monitors, cameras, smart boards, and 
computers. Pathways students initially 
participate in their classes via remote 
learning while in the Pathways suite.  
They are given their schedules and are 
required to log in to their classes at the 
appointed time, thereby receiving instruc-
tion in real-time with their peers and  
teachers. Teachers and teaching aides 
also make themselves available to stu-
dents on a scheduled basis in the  
Pathways suite to assist students with  
their assignments.

As students become more consistent with 
school attendance and improve the ability

to regulate their emotions, they are slowly 
transitioned to the actual classroom until 
they are fully integrated in the mainstream 
school setting. This transition can occur 
in very discrete, gradual exposure steps 
or accelerated as deemed appropriate by 
the student’s clinical team.

CDS staff have identified numerous 
benefits of the combined on-site remote/
in-classroom technique. These include:

• The ability to develop social connec-
tions with classmates while in a pro-
tected, less anxiety-provoking setting.

• Participation in real time instruction and 
interaction with teachers and peers.

• Reinforcement of the student’s require-
ment to attend school on a consistent 
basis.

• The enhancement of students’ sense of 
control regarding their presence in the 
classroom.

• The ability for students to discreetly re-
ceive remote support from each class’s 
teaching assistant while in Pathways 
and to observe the class in an unobtru-
sive way prior to actively participating.

• The opportunity to learn each teacher’s 
style and expectations, and the struc-
ture of the course, without the anxiety 
that can accompany in-classroom 
participation.

www.cornerstonedayschool.com
www.pathways-cornerstonedayschool.com
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provide plenty of opportunities for showing students the 
number of times each day that they are succeeding, as well 
as what they were specifically doing to achieve that success. 
Self-efficacy!
Once a student has an 80% adherence rate for two weeks,  
he can move to the next level of academic and behavioral 
expectations. If the student falls below 80%, discussions of 
barriers are revisited as well as possibilities for altering the 
plan and/or modifying expectations. 
Another specific example of self-efficacy building is the 
coaching and skill development that teachers provide related 
to test-taking. Executive Function (EF) strategies are used to 
teach students how to implement and evaluate their approach 
to test taking. Four days before a scheduled test the teacher 
asks each student to identify a specific test preparation  
strategy (e.g., review the study guide, re-read the assigned 
chapters, review highlighted sections and classroom notes, 
create flash cards, etc.). Teachers continue to check in with 
students each day before the test to review adherence to and 
effectiveness of study plans. After the test, with test scores 
in hand, students are asked to self-evaluate their methods 
based on their individual results. This process helps students 
tie their outcomes to their actions and effort, and in doing so 
builds both technical knowledge and a sense of self-efficacy.
CDS’s elaborate tracking system is being rolled out and  
implemented now with data being taken and interpreted 
every two weeks. This valuable feedback builds self-efficacy 
in the students themselves, of course, but also reassures 
anxious parents that their youngsters can indeed function 
effectively at school. The data also helps CDS staff keep  
up gentle but persistent pressure on students to move 
forward, and to avoid the tendency to over-accommodate 
vulnerable students. 

support person for the high school and one for the middle school, 
and it is the high school coordinator, Ms. Ashley Vaughn, who 
oversees all the students in Pathways as well. Pathways students 
receive the same support as mainstreamed students, but also 
have more specialized attention within the Pathways suite. 
All new Pathways students are greeted on their first day by  
Ms. Vaughn who presents them with a goodie bag of snacks 
and water, as well as notebooks, folders, a daily planner, and 
other supplies (e.g., a color-coded accordion file) to help them 
organize their schoolwork. She meets daily with mainstreamed 
students during 10th period for their first two weeks to help them 
acclimate to Cornerstone and their individual schedules, but she 
is present every day in Pathways during 9th period to meet with 
all students no matter how long they’ve been enrolled. 
During 9th period in Pathways Ms. Vaughn checks in with each 
student to answer questions, to coach them on executive function 
skills, to ensure that they are aware of missing assignments, and 
to help them stay on task with that day’s homework. Throughout 
the day she collaborates with content teachers to gather assign-
ments for Pathways students and/or to coordinate when a content 
teacher will meet with a student in the Pathways suite. 
Academic support also includes the monitoring of data charts 
for each Pathways student. These data are reviewed every two 
weeks in collaboration with administration, teachers, and each 
student’s clinician to review progress, identify patterns, and 
recommend changes in a student’s plan if goals are not being 
met. “These data charts are giving us so much information,” said 
Ms. Vaughn, “and are helping to ensure that students transition 
smoothly and successfully to regular classrooms.” The data charts 
also allow clinicians and teachers to provide much more specific 
information to parents about their child’s strengths and challenges, 
and to make recommendations about how they can support their 
child’s academic success.
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