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School refusal refers to severe emotional upset experienced by a child at the prospect of attending
school that can result in significant school absence'. School refusal is different from truancy in that the
child is staying at home with the knowledge of the family and despite their best efforts to enforce
attendance. Children who refuse school do not typically engage in antisocial behaviour that is
associated with truancy, such as lying, stealing or destruction of property. School refusal is also different
from school withdrawal, a term used to refer to circumstances in which the family keeps the child at
home for various reasons (eg to support a family member who is ill)’.

What are the signs of school refusal?

Most children are occasionally reluctant o go to school or have some anxiety about activities like school
camp. It is normal for children to miss some days of school during the year. School refusal is a more
persistent problem that might be characterised by some of the following signs™:

e tearfulness before school or repeated pleas to stay at home

e tantrums, clinginess, dawdling or running away before school

e frequent complaints of iliness before or during school, such as stomach aches, headaches,
dizziness or fatigue

e difficulty attending school after weekends, holidays, school camps or sports days
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e long, unexplained absences from school

e periodic absences or missed classes for which no explanation is given
e frequent lateness to school

e long periods spent in the sick bay or principal's office.

What causes school refusal?

There are lots of reasons why a child might refuse school, and pinpointing the cause can be difficult.
Often there are a number of factors that contribute to a child's non-attendance. It is important to
understand and address underlying issues when supporting children to return to school or attend
consistently. The following factors might be involved in school refusal®:

» anxiety about social situations or activities that involve a performance or evaluation, such as sports

days, speaking in front of the class or tests
e anxiety around being separated from significant parents or carers

e peer issues, such as social isolation, bullying or conflict with friends

e difficulty or conflict with teachers

* fraumatic events, such as family illness, grief or parental separation/divorce

« difficulties with transition, such as moving to a new school, returning fo school after a long absence
due to illness or entering/exiting primary school

e rewards inherent fo staying at home, such as spending time with a parent, watching TV or playing

video games.

What are the consequences of school refusal?

School refusal is a serious issue that is best managed early. Long absences mean that children miss
out on important parts of the curriculum, which is detrimental to their learning and development. A
week can be a long time in the playground, so frequent absences might jeopardise children's social
relationships. School refusal can also create conflict and strained relationships within families as a result
of disruptions to their routines, and might even affect income as parents or carers forgo work to stay
home with the child. Children who miss school as a result of refusal might also face long-term
problems. Some research has shown that school refusal can contribute to mental health difficulties,
emotional and social problems, exiting school early and occupational dysfunction in later life**.

What can primary schools do to cope with school refusa 1?

rrimlary schools might like to use these strategies to cope  with school refusal at the policy
evel:

e Create a positive school climate in which children feel supported by peers and teachers and have a
sense of connectedness to the school community.

* Establish peer support or mentforing programs to increase a sense of belonging among students.

 Closely monitor student attendance to enable early detection of attendance problems and make
efforts to follow up with the student and his or her family.

e Communicate the importance of consistent attendance to the school community.

e Develop effective programs to support children and their families during the transition to school and
between schools.

e Ensure school staff have an awareness of the factors that contribute to school refusal and receive

support when working with students with persistent school refusal.
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rrimlary schools might like to use these strategies to cope  with school refusal at the individual
evel:

e Work with the family to understand why the child might be refusing school.

e Work with the school's wellbeing team as well as professionals within the broader community to
support the child using a united approach.

e Maintain close contact with the family, even during extended periods of non-attendance.

¢ Acknowledge the challenges faced by parents of children who refuse school.

e Support families to implement a morning routine that conveys expectations of school attendance.

¢ Provide a flexible timetable to support a graduated return to school - that is, allow the child to
attend for a short time as a first step, then gradually return to a full school day.

e Consider the support the child might require upon arrival at school. This might include meeting with
a friend at a specific place and time, using a quiet space to seftle before school starts or engaging
in an activity or responsibility such as a monitor role.

 Provide recognition and positive feedback for any efforts towards school attendance.

e Respond to any school-based needs, such as academic support, dealing with bullying or support
with social relationships.

How does KidsMatter Primary help?

KidsMatter Primary supports schools to promote mental health and wellbeing among children. The four
components of KidsMatter Primary support the efforts of schools to reduce and manage school refusal.

Component 1: Positive school communitysupports schools to focus on building a positive school culture
that provides safety and security for children, promotes a sense of belonging and supports the
development of positive relationships. Children are more likely to attend school regularly when they feel
supported and valued as an important part of the school community.

Component 2: Social and emotional learning for studenthelps schools to think about how to embed

the teaching of social and emotional skills into the curriculum, with opportunities for children to practise
these skills across a range of contexts. Armed with a range of skills for managing difficult emotions like
anxiety, children are less likely to avoid school.

Component 3: Working with parents and carerencourages schools to build strong relationships with
the families in their community and create opportunities for families to get involved. Partnerships
between school staff and families enable early detection of problems with school absence and ensure
that everyone is on the same page about supporting attendance. Regular communication between
schools and families during periods of non-attendance helps everyone work together to support the
child to return to school.

Component 4: Helping children with mental health difficultiesupports school staff to recognise signs
that a child might be experiencing social or emotional difficulties and take appropriate action. School
refusal can be a sign of anxiety or another mental health issue like stress or frauma. Recognising and
responding fo school refusal means that school staff might pick up on issues that would otherwise be
missed. It also allows for referral to other services or professionals that can help support children who
are refusing school.

What can you do at your school?

Schools can use a variety of strategies at the policy and individual level to reduce and manage school
refusal. Your school probably has practices for managing this issue already. The following questions
might guide your thinking about other things your school can do to manage school refusal issues.
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e What policies and practices do you have in place for reducing school refusal?

e How will you identify and address the underlying issues when school refusal occurs?

e Who can support you to identify and address the issues contributing to a child's school refusal,
either inside or outside the school community

e How does your school work with families to address factors contributing to a child's school refusal?
How do you ensure communication with the family is maintained when a child is absent for a long
period?

e What steps could you take to ensure that children are enthusiastic about school and feel a sense of
connectedness to the school community?

e What could your school put in place to manage the increased risk of school refusal during transition
times like starting primary school, starting as a new student, returning to school after a long illness
or moving to secondary school?

For more information

e Truancy and school refusal An article for families by Raising Children Network.

Victorian Government resources on attendance for schools and families, including information
sheets, guidelines, policy planning tools and videos.
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