Who are these
guidelines for?

These guidelines are a general set of recommendations
on how you (as a parent or caregiver) can reduce your
child’s risk of school refusal and support their mental
health and school engagement if they are having
problems with school attendance. The strategies included
in these guidelines are intended to apply to parents of
both primary and secondary school-aged children.

The guidelines may be useful for parents who are worried
about their child’'s engagement with school and those
whose child is already experiencing school reluctance or
refusal. Each family is unique, so you may need to adapt
these strategies to your specific situation.

The guidelines are not intended for parents whose child
is experiencing truancy (i.e, ‘wagging’ or skipping school)
or those who are unable to attend school due to other
circumstances that prevent them from attending (e.g.,
medical illness).

What do we mean by
school reluctance and
school refusal?

A child is experiencing school reluctance if they
are unwilling to attend school, but they are still
attending school!

A child is experiencing school refusal if they have
difficulties attending and/or remaining at school
during the day due to emotional distress about
attending school.?

It is important to note that school refusal is
not a diagnosable mental health condition;
however, it may be a consequence of mentall
health issues (e.g., anxiety, depression).

Although widely used, we acknowledge
that the term ‘school refusal’ is not universally
accepted as the best term to describe the
behaviour. We acknowledge that there are
numerous and interacting child, family, school,
community and other circumstances that
contribute to a child’s attendance at school.

What increases children’s
risk of developing school
reluctance or refusal?

Some children are at higher risk of school reluctance

or refusal than others (see Box 6: Risk and protective
factors for developing school reluctance or refusal,

page 14). You might find it helpful to consider which risk
factors apply to your child and whether these can be
changed to reduce their risk. Even if any of the risk factors
that apply to your child are difficult to change, you as a
parent can still support your child to reduce the effect of
these factors on your child.

What are the potential
consequences of school
reluctance or refusal?

There are both short- and long-term consequences a
child may experience if school refusal is ongoing. These
consequences include:

« missing out on learning/education3
« exiting school early®

difficulties with friendships/peer relationships®#

later problems with working life (e.g, unemployment)3456
* mental health problems?57

conflict and strained relationships within the family345

« decreased income in the family (e.g., if family
members stay home from work to care for the child).5

It is important to help your child to engage with
school to minimise the potential consequences of not
attending school.
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Warning signs of school reluctance or refusal

It is important for parents to know the warning signs for Below is a list of warning signs that children may show.
school reluctance and refusal. Responding early to these Children who develop problems with school reluctance
warning signs may prevent school reluctance or refusal or refusal will often show several, but not all, of these
from happening or becoming an ongoing problem. warning signs.

Feelings about school Behaviours when at school
- Negative feelings about school (e.g., anxiety, * Falling behind with schoolwork

embarrassment, fear, irritability, loneliness,

« Challenging behaviour on arrival at school (e.g.,
sadness, shame)

tantrums, clinginess, running away)

Negative thoughts and feelings about school
that affect other parts of their life (e.g, interfere
with social activities or family life)

Frequent requests or begging (e.g., phone calls
or texts to parents) to leave school early during
the school day

L]

Feeling under pressure (e.g, to perform Running away from or hiding at school (e.g., in
academically or when with other students). the bathroom/toilet)

Leaving school before the school day ends
{{’é}? Long or regular visits to the health centre, sick
bay, school nurse or school office

Persistent distress (e.g., crying) during class.

Behaviours
* Protesting about going to school

« Tantrums or outbursts of anger, especially on
school mornings

* Inability or reluctance to wake up and get ready

for school on time A -
Emotional, psychological and

social changes
« Difficulties falling asleep the night before school

= Other behaviours that show reluctance to go to
school (e.g. slow to get out of bed or get ready

for school, locking themselves in the bathroom)

* Oppositional, aggressive or other challenging > (I Bl e e o S et

behaviour with the intent to avoid school * Withdrawal from others

L]

Sklpp|ng ClOSS or Schoo| repeqted'y o an“ng to StGy home When |nV|ted to
school-related events or events with school

peers (e.g., birthday parties).

L]

Not attending school on significant days
(e.g., days on which tests or specific classes
are scheduled)

L]

Threatening to harm themselves if made to
go to school

* Behavioural or emotional problems that are
present on school days but subside on weekends
or holidays.

s

Physical

* Frequent physical complaints, which may be
unexplained (e.g., nauseaq, stomach aches,

headaches, dizziness, fqtigue) and subside when
the child is allowed to stay home from school.




