
 

 

Understanding School Refusal: A Guide for Parents 
and Educators 
School refusal is a complex issue faced by families. One of the reasons it is complex is because 
there are multiple reasons why a child or adultescent may refuse to go to school outright or 

cause significant challenges with regards to attendance.  

It's important to recognize the various forms this behaviour can take to address it in effectively 

in a way that recognizes the root issue.  

This handout outlines the different types of school refusal, helping you understand the 

underlying causes and how to support your child or student. 

1. Separation Anxiety-Based Refusal 
Children experiencing separation anxiety-based refusal are fearful of being away from their 

primary caregivers. This type of school refusal is common in younger children but can also 
affect older students. They might express extreme distress (e.g., crying, tantrums) at the 

prospect of being separated from their parents or home. 

Key Indicators: 

• Excessive worry about harm coming to themselves or caregivers if separated. 

• Reluctance or refusal to go to school to stay near caregivers. 

2. Social Anxiety-Based Refusal 
This form of school refusal is driven by intense fear of social or performance situations. 
Children may fear being evaluated, embarrassed, or criticized by others. Social anxiety-based 

refusal often surfaces during transitions or when social demands increase (e.g., starting middle 

school). 

Key Indicators: 

• Fear of speaking in front of the class or interacting with peers. 

• Avoidance of social situations, like group work or recess. 

3. Generalized Anxiety-Based Refusal 
Children with generalized anxiety-based refusal worry excessively about various aspects of 

school life, such as academic performance, school safety, or routine changes. Their anxiety is 

not limited to specific social or separation issues but encompasses broader concerns. 

Key Indicators: 

• Persistent worries about school-related topics. 

• Complaints of physical symptoms (e.g., stomach-aches, headaches) on school days. 

 



 

 

4. Refusal Due to Tangible Rewards 
Some children may refuse school due to tangible rewards outside of school, such as access to 

electronic devices, sleeping in, or receiving one-on-one attention from a parent at home. This 
type of refusal often involves negotiation or bargaining with caregivers about attending school. 

Key Indicators: 

• Lack of effort to get ready for school or outright refusal. 

• Improvement in mood or willingness to engage in activities once allowed to stay home. 

5. Depression-Based Refusal 
Depression-based refusal stems from feelings of sadness, hopelessness, or lack of interest in 

activities once enjoyed, including school. These children may withdraw from social interactions 
and express negative views about school and themselves. 

Key Indicators: 

• Changes in sleeping or eating patterns. 

• Expressions of sadness, hopelessness, or disinterest in school. 

Supporting Children with School Refusal 
• Early Identification and Support: Recognizing the signs of school refusal early can 

help prevent the issue from escalating. Support from parents, teachers, and school 

counsellors is crucial. 

• Professional Assessment: Consulting with a mental health professional can help 

identify the underlying causes of school refusal and develop an appropriate 

intervention plan. 

• Collaborative Approach: Working together as a team—parents, educators, 

counsellors, and the child—can create a supportive environment to address and 

overcome school refusal. 

• Gradual Reintegration: Developing a gradual reintegration plan into school can help 

ease the transition for the child, making the process less overwhelming. 

Remember, school refusal is a signal that a child is struggling with underlying issues. 

Addressing these with empathy, understanding, and appropriate interventions can help the 

child return to a healthy and productive school life. 

Source of Information: This handout written with the aid of OpenAI. (2024). ChatGPT (4) [Large language 
model]. https://chat.openai.com 

This handout intended for parents, educators, and mental health professionals. It aims to aid in the early 
identification and supportive management of school refusal behaviours. While informative, it is intended as 

an educational resource and not a substitute for professional diagnosis or treatment. 
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