
 

Understanding School Avoidance and School Refusal 

 

 

There can be many factors that contribute to School avoidance including:                                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Common signs and symptoms of anxiety 

Emotions Physical 
Worry 
Shyness 
Apprehension  

Heart racing, shortness of breath, hyperventilation 
Butterflies in tummy, nausea 
Headaches, stomach aches 
Diarrhoea, vomiting 
Sleep disturbances 
 

Behaviour Cognitive- thinking 
Tantrums crying 
Avoidance 
Distress  

Trouble concentrating 
Thinking bad things will happen  
Thinking that they are not going to cope 
 

Worries about school 

Most children experience some difficulty during their school life either at the beginning of a 

new school year, after term holidays, with homework tasks, before assessment tasks and 

with friendships. 

Anxiety is a normal reaction and in fact can assist in helping us to perform well. But anxiety 

becomes problematic when the feeling becomes so intense that it impacts on everyday 

functioning- school, social, home life. 
 

Stressful life events- trauma, 

parental separation, chronic illness 

Family influences 

-attitudes to school 

-family supports/ expectations 

-parent coping strategies 

-power plays in household 

-understanding of anxiety 

-separation anxiety between family 

members 

 

Negative school experience- 

social issues; performance anxiety Temperament of young person- 

resilient vs anxious 

Gaining attention from significant 

others 

School avoidance is generally anxiety based and can lead to prolonged absences 

and result in school refusal.  

Truancy, on the other hand, is when a young person just has something more 

enjoyable to do outside of school eg. hanging out with their friends. 

 



 

Early warning signs of school avoidance 

…the onset of behavioral signs can be gradual. The symptoms can escalate at home at 

night but reduce once the young person is sure they don’t have to go to school. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reference: L. Dalton- Social Worker; J.Ring- Principal Travancore School; L. McKay-Brown PhD- University of Melbourne- Tiered responses to 

school refusal- using wraparound interventions. 2017 

 

  

This resource compiled by Travancore School Outreach Team 

Look out for patterns of recurring behaviors:  

Struggling to get out of bed and frequent complaints of tiredness, sickness 

Tearfulness, clinginess and dawdling before school 

Complaints about attending school 

Difficulty attending school after weekends and holidays 

Absences on significant days- tests, speeches, PE classes etc 

Academic difficulties  

Frequent requests to go home early 

Excessive worry about a parent when at school and separated from them  

Panic symptoms, threats of self harm 

Social isolation or withdrawal and decreased participation in class 

What can start as occasional school avoidance can develop  

into school refusal if not recognised and addressed early! 

 


