School Refusal/Avoidance

What is school refusal?

School refusal occurs in 1-5% of all school children, peaking at ages 5—7 years, then 11 years
and 14 years. It occurs across all socioeconomic groups, and equally among boys and girls.

School refusal is when children get extremely upset at the idea of going to school and often
miss some or all of the school day. This distress doesn’t go away.

School refusal can mean that children have trouble going to school or trouble leaving
home, so they might not go to school at all. Children who refuse to go to school usually
spend the day at home with their parents’ knowledge, even though their parents try hard to
get them to go.

School refusal is not a formal psychiatric diagnosis. It’s a name for an emotional problem.

Signs of school refusal

If your child refuses to go to school, you might feel that school nights and mornings are a
‘battle of wills’. Your child might:

e cry, throw tantrums, yell or scream

e hide or lock themselves in their room

o refuse to move

e begorplead notto go

o complain of aches, pains and iliness before school, which generally get better if you
let your child stay at home

e show high levels of anxiety

e have trouble sleeping

e threaten to hurt themselves.

Causes of school refusal

There’s rarely a single cause of school refusal. It might be linked to anxiety or worries about
leaving home, a phobia, learning difficulties, social problems at school, or depression.

School refusal might start gradually or happen suddenly. It can happen at the same time as
or after:

o stressful events at home or school or with peers
o family and peer conflict

e starting or changing schools

e moving home

e bullying or teasing
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e problems with a teacher
e poor school results.

By not going to school, a child might be able to:

e avoid scary things — for example, tests, certain teachers, the canteen and so on

e get out of social situations with peers or teachers.

e keep an eye on what’s happening at home — for example, if a family member or pet
isill.

Consequences of school refusal

School refusal has very significant consequences.
Short term outcomes include:

® poor academic performance
e family difficulties
e worsening peer relationships.

Longer term consequences include:

e academic underachievement
e employment difficulties
e increased risk of psychiatric illness.

Sometimes early school refusal situations will improve spontaneously or with consistent and
firm parental input. Longer periods of refusal (more than 2 years), occurrence in
adolescence, and association with depression are unlikely to improve without support and
intervention.

Understanding your child’s school refusal

The first step to working on school refusal is trying to understand the issue from your
child’s point of view. This means you can go to the school with useful information.

Identifying why your child is having trouble going to school

o Talk with your child about school and why they don’t want to go. Try to find out
whether your child is having problems with peers or teachers, or whether they’re
trying to avoid something. For example, ‘If you could change one thing about school,
what would it be?’

o If your child finds it hard to talk about the problem, ask your child to rate each part
of the school day — for example, the bus ride, classroom, specialist classes, teacher,
peers, recess and lunch breaks. Younger children might find it easier to tell you how
they feel by pointing to symbols like sad faces or smiley faces.
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¢ Think about whether there’s anything happening at home that’s making it hard for
your child to leave and go to school. For example, have you had a death in the family
or recently moved house? Is your child worried about someone at home, or is your
dog unwell?

Finding solutions to school refusal

e Help your child to use a problem-solving approach to the things that make it hard for
them to leave home or go to school.

e Tell your child that you’re going to work together with their school to help them go
to school.

e Talk with your child about seeing a counsellor or psychologist if they feel they can’t
manage their worries or fears about school.

It’s important for your child to go to school while they’re getting help with the issue that has
caused the school refusal. When your child goes to school, it builds their confidence and
resilience. It keeps your child connected with learning, and it’s important for social
development. It’s often easier for children to return to school if they haven’t been away
from school for too long.

Working with schools on school refusal

The best way to get your child back to school is by working as a team with your child’s
school. It’s a good idea to start by talking with the school Principal, Year Advisers, and
Wellbeing team.

Here are things you could cover:

e Explain what’s going on for your child and why your child is refusing to go to school —
for example, bullying, learning difficulties, mental health problems and so on.

e If your child is experiencing bullying, talk about how this is affecting your child. You
could ask the school about their strategies to manage and prevent bullying.

¢ Ask whether other support staff can help your child. These staff might include the
student welfare coordinator, school psychologist or counsellor. Ask whether you can
have regular updates on your child’s progress and support needs.

e If your child has a learning difficulty that makes it hard for them to enjoy learning,
ask what support the school can offer.

e If your child needs ongoing support to stay engaged in school, ask the school about
forming an attendance student support group. This group can work with you to find
the best ways to support your child’s attendance.

o Talk with the school about a gradual start back at school for your child. For example,
your child might be able to start with a shorter school day or with their favourite
subjects and build up from there.

Children have the right to learn and develop in safe and healthy school environments. If
school refusal is related to school-age bullying or teenage bullying, it’s always best to work
with the school on the problem.
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Working on school refusal at home: practical
strategies

Here are practical things you can do at home to encourage your child to go to school.
When you’re talking to your child

e Show your child that you understand. For example, you could say, ‘l can see you’re
worried about going to school. | know it’s hard, but it’s good for you to go. Your
teacher and | will help you’.

e Use clear, calm statements that let your child know you expect them to go to school.
Say ‘when’ rather than ‘if’. For example, you can say, “‘When you’re at school
tomorrow ..." instead of ‘If you make it to school tomorrow ...".

e Show that you believe your child can go to school by saying positive and encouraging
things. For example, ‘You’re showing how brave you are by going to school’. This will
build your child’s self-confidence.

e Use direct statements that don’t give your child the chance to say ‘No!’ For example,
‘It’s time to get out of bed’ or ‘Jo, please get up and into the shower’.

When you’re at home with your child

e Stay calm. If your child sees that you’re worried, stressed or frustrated, it can make
your child’s anxiety worse.

e Plan for a calm start to the day by having morning and evening routines. For
example, get uniforms, lunches and school bags ready the night before, get your
child to have a shower or bath in the evening, and get your child to bed at a regular
time.

e Praise your child when they show brave behaviour, like getting ready for school. For
example, you could say, ‘Il know this is hard for you, but | think it’s great that you’re
giving it a go. Well done’.

¢ Make your home ‘boring’ during school hours so that you don’t accidentally reward
your child for not going to school. This means little or no TV or video games and so
on. You could think about not letting your child use their phone during school hours.

e Get your child to do work provided by the school while at home. This will help to
make sure your child doesn’t fall behind.

Getting to school

e Get someone else to drop your child at school, if you can. Children often cope better
with separation at home rather than at the school gate.

e Praise your child when they actually go to school. You could also consider rewarding
them. For example, if your child goes regularly, they could earn bonus technology
time, a special outing with a parent to their favourite park, or their favourite meal
for dinner.

Your child needs your love and support to get back to school. So focus on any efforts your
child makes to go back, be patient with your child’s progress, and try to keep any frustration
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to yourself. This will help your child build the confidence they need to get back to school
regularly.

Getting professional help for school refusal

Families can get professional help to learn about managing school refusal and to sort out
the problems behind it.

If your child is saying they feel sick, make an appointment with your GP to check it out.

If there are no physical reasons for your child feeling sick, your GP might refer you to
a paediatrician, psychiatrist or psychologist.

A psychiatrist or psychologist will usually do an assessment to see whether the school
refusal is linked to issues like anxiety or depression. Therapies and supports for school
refusal will probably work better if your child is also getting help for anxiety or depression.

It’s a good idea to ask your child’s health professional about any strategies you can use at
home to support your child’s return to school.

Your GP will probably talk with you about a Mental Health Treatment Plan for your child. If
you have a plan, you can get Medicare rebates for up to 10 sessions with a mental health
professional. You can also get Medicare rebates for visits to a paediatrician.

Looking after yourself

School refusal can be hard to handle, and it can be very worrying. Looking after

yourself with healthy food, regular exercise and enough rest is good for your health and
wellbeing. And when you’re healthy and well, you’ll be better able to support your child to
go to school.

Getting support from a trusted friend or a mental health professional can often be a big help
too.

Information from:
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refusal?

https://www.racgp.org.au/getattachment/c3e1167c-8547-418d-89f7-
cbf45202c20f/200806sewell.pdf
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Some support options:

https://schoolrefusalaustralia.com/

School Refusal Australia has a closed Facebook group set up to help
Australian parents and carers with children and teens displaying signs of
school phobia which is also known as school refusal. Many who have
experienced supporting a child or teen unable to attend school call it
‘school can’t’. In this group you’ll find parents and carers who have walked
In your shoes and information about School Refusal Australia peer support
group meetings.

Parent Lines

Parentline: A confidential telephone counselling service providing
professional counselling and support for parents and those who care for
children

phone 1300 1300 52 (9am to 9pm Monday to
Friday, 4pm to 9pm Saturday and Sunday)

Parenting websites

Raising Children — the Australian Parenting Website

includes resources on behaviour; communicating and relationships;
development; entertainment and technology; health and wellbeing; and
school, education and work.

Headspace: https://headspace.org.au/explore-topics/supporting-a-young-
person/school-refusal/

provides parenting strategies for prevention
depression and anxiety in children (ages 5-11) and teens (12-17).

Triple P - Positive Parenting Program https://www.triplep-
parenting.net.au/au/free-parenting-courses/fear-less-triple-p-online/?
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