
What is school avoidance? 
School avoidance (also referred to as school refusal) may occur when non-attendance is 
related to worry or anxiety about going to school. It is not ‘wagging’ or truancy. 
Students who avoid or refuse to go to school don’t typically engage in the antisocial 
behaviours usually linked with truancy (such as lying, stealing or destruction of 
property). Unlike truancy, the absence isn’t usually hidden from family. In fact, 
families may have attempted many strategies to reduce the child or young person’s 
anxiety to help them attend school. 

School avoidance can negatively impact a young 
persons’ learning and development. It can affect 
friendships as well as social standing due to 
missed opportunities to connect with friends and 
other students. The longer the issue persists, the 
more difficult it can be for your young person to 
get back into the routine of going to school, so 
it’s important to respond early. 

Avoidance or refusal can be considered as an 
emotional problem rather than misbehaviour. 

Things to look out for might be: 

• tantrums, clinginess, dawdling or running
away on arrival (in primary school-aged
children)

• frequent complaints of illness (such as
stomach aches, headaches, dizziness or
fatigue)

• frequent requests to go home or call a family
member

• absence or lateness to school after weekends,
holidays, school camps or sports days

• long, unexplained absences from school
• periodic absences or missed classes, with no

explanation given
• absences on specific days (such as sports day

or days with tests)
• frequent lateness to school
• poor teacher/student relationships
• long periods spent in the sick bay or the

school office
• morning tearfulness prior to school, difficulty

falling asleep the night before or protesting
going to school the next day

• oppositional or challenging behaviour from
a child or young person intent on avoiding
school.

• difficulty attending school after disruptions to
usual school routines such as holidays, school
sporting events or school camps

Causes of school avoidance: 

School avoidance might start gradually or 
happen suddenly. It can happen at the same 
time as or after: 
• stressful events at home or school or with

peers
• family and peer conflict
• starting or changing schools
• moving home
• bullying or teasing
• problems with a teacher
• poor school results
• avoid scary things – for example, tests, certain

teachers, the canteen
• negative social situations with peers or

teachers
• events/situations at home –for example, if a

family member or pet is ill.

Understanding Sc hool Avoidance 
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Supporting our young people: 

• Find a time when you both seem calm, then ask
your young person about their concerns and
worries about school. Don’t be afraid to
ask direct questions:

• are you being bullied?
• are you struggling with the school work?
• are you having issues with the teachers?
• is something else bothering you?

• Explore different ways your young person can
try to manage their worries. Focus on their
strengths and ways to positively engage in
day-to-day activities

• Learn relaxation techniques together, such
as breathing exercises, or meditation, to help
reduce feelings of stress and anxiety. Ask
your young person “what will work for you?”

• Create a plan together that explores ways
to manage the beginning of the school
day, school term, school year, social
situations  or  school  work, depending
on what is troubling your young person

• Speak to the school and develop a
collaborative plan. A clear and well
understood plan between a young person,
parents or carers and the school can be a
useful tool in addressing school avoidance

• Consider if your young person may benefit
from professional support to assist them
with strategies and to better understand the
underlying reasons for their school avoidance.

Supporting Parents: 

Signs that this is impacting you as a 
parent/ guardian: 

• Physical – tiredness, body aches, weight gain
or loss, high blood pressure or other health
challenges

• Emotional – anxiety, sadness, teary,‘short fuse’
• Self-blame – the question “What did I do

wrong?” getting in the way of feeling good
about yourself as a parent or carer

• Work life – impacted if you are distracted, or
need to take time off

• Changed family relationships – the ripple
effect of mental ill health across the whole
family.

What can you do? 

• As this is a complex issue, share the
responsibility - with the school, with external
professionals, with YFC

• Accept help from others- this can be a complex
issue and you cannot ‘fix-it’ alone

• Reduce reasons for the child to stay at home
(make school more appealing than home
during the school day)

• For older children, provide facts about future
outcomes and consequences of not attending
school

• Be informed- empower yourself with
knowledge on the topic

• Be kind to yourself- remember what grounds
you and makes you happy, try not to let this
issue consume you. Remember that you may
need professional help and support from
others. It is ok to have limitations and be
unable to fix this
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Further Reading and Helpful Resources: 

• Understanding school refusal - Headspace
• Back to school - Headspace
• In Focus webinar: Understanding School

Refusal Beyond Blue
• Looking after yourself - Raising Children’s

Network 
• School Refusal- Raising Children’s Network
• Talking about school - Raising Children’s

Network 
• Understanding School Refusal - SchoolTV

available on PAM 
• So your child refuses to go to school? Here’s

how to respond - SchoolTV available on PAM
• Introduction to School Refusal - video article

with Dr. Michael Carr-Gregg on SchoolTV
available on PAM

• Links to a range of videos - SchoolTV available
on PAM 

Page 3 of 3 

For more information visit 
https://www.aquinas.vic.edu.au/ 

This information has been compiled from a number of organisations listed in the Further Reading and Helpful Resources section. 

• What to do when your child won’t go to school
-  ABC Listen

*This information has been compiled from a 
number of organisations listed in the Further 
Reading and Helpful Resources section.

https://headspace.org.au/explore-topics/supporting-a-young-person/school-refusal/
https://headspace.org.au/explore-topics/supporting-a-young-person/back-to-school/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nVazEUarTjQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nVazEUarTjQ
https://raisingchildren.net.au/grown-ups/looking-after-yourself/parenting/looking-after-yourself
https://raisingchildren.net.au/school-age/school-learning/school-refusal/school-refusal
https://raisingchildren.net.au/school-age/school-learning/school-homework-tips/talking-about-school
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/content/blog/understanding-school-refusal-what-parents-need-know-back-school-time
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/content/blog/so-your-child-refuses-go-school-heres-how-respond
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/content/blog/so-your-child-refuses-go-school-heres-how-respond
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/node/7349
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/newsletter/school-refusal
https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/lifematters/what-to-do-when-your-child-wont-go-to-school/103401606
https://www.aquinas.vic.edu.au/

	Things to look out for might be:
	Causes of school avoidance:
	Supporting our young people:
	Supporting Parents:
	Further Reading and Helpful Resources:



