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School refusal occurs when a child has significant difficulty attending or 
remaining in school due to emotional distress. Students experiencing school 
refusal often want to attend school but feel overwhelmed by anxiety, fear, or 
other emotional challenges that make school attendance difficult. 
 
School refusal is different from truancy. Students who are truant typically avoid 
school without parental knowledge and may show little concern about missing 
school. In contrast, students experiencing school refusal often feel intense 
distress about attending school and may complain of physical symptoms or 
become highly upset when separation from caregivers is required. Early 
recognition and supportive intervention can prevent school avoidance from 
becoming a long-term problem. 
 
Common Signs of School Refusal 
Students who are struggling to attend school may show a variety of emotional, 
behavioural, or physical signs, including: 
 
• Frequent complaints of stomachaches, headaches, or nausea before school 
• Tearfulness, panic, or emotional distress at drop-off 
• Requests to go home soon after arriving at school 
• Repeated visits to the nurse’s office 
• Difficulty separating from caregivers 
• Increased irritability, withdrawal, or fatigue 
• Frequent absences or late arrivals 
 
These behaviours are often linked to anxiety rather than defiance. 
 
Possible Reasons for School Refusal 
Students avoid school for many different reasons. Common contributing factors 
include: 
 
• Separation anxiety 
• Social anxiety or fear of embarrassment 
• Academic difficulties or learning challenges 
• Bullying or peer conflict 
• Fear of failure or perfectionism 
• Major life stressors such as family conflict, illness, or loss 
 
Understanding the underlying reason for the avoidance helps guide appropriate 
support. 
 
 



 

How Teachers Can Help 
Teachers play an important role in helping students feel safe, supported, and 
capable of managing their anxiety at school. 
 
Create a Predictable and Welcoming Environment 
Students who struggle with school attendance benefit from clear routines and a 
calm classroom environment. Helpful strategies include: 
 
• Greeting the student warmly when they arrive 
• Clearly outlining the day’s schedule 
• Preparing students in advance for changes in routine 
• Providing reassurance and encouragement 
 
A predictable environment helps reduce uncertainty and anxiety. 
 
Allow Gradual Re-Entry 
Some students benefit from a gradual return to school rather than expecting full 
attendance immediately. This might include: 
 
• Starting with half days 
• Allowing the student to begin the day in a quieter area 
• Gradually increasing time in the classroom 
 
Collaborating with parents and school staff can help develop a plan that supports 
consistent attendance while reducing distress. 
 
Offer a “Safe Person” or “Safe Space” 
Knowing there is a trusted adult or calming space available can help students 
manage anxiety during the school day. 
 
Teachers might identify: 
• A staff member the student can check in with 
• A designated quiet area where the student can calm down briefly 
• A simple signal the student can use when they feel overwhelmed 
 
These supports should be used briefly and strategically to help students return to 
class as soon as possible. 
 
Creative Strategies and Activities 
 
Morning Transition Activity 
Students who struggle with morning drop-off often benefit from engaging in a 
predictable activity immediately upon arrival. Examples include: 
 



 

• A short drawing or journaling activity 
• Helping the teacher prepare materials 
• Feeding a classroom pet or watering plants 
 
These small responsibilities provide structure and help students shift their focus 
from anxiety to engagement. 
 
The “Brave Steps” Ladder 
Help the student create a “brave steps ladder” showing small steps toward 
attending school comfortably. For example: 
 
Step 1: Walk into the school building 
Step 2: Stay for the first class 
Step 3: Stay until recess 
Step 4: Stay until lunch 
 
Each step is celebrated to reinforce progress and build confidence. 
 
Worry Box 
Create a “worry box” where students can write down worries that arise during the 
school day. The teacher can review these concerns later or help the student 
problem-solve solutions. This activity reassures students that their worries are 
heard without allowing worries to dominate the entire day. 
 
Calm-Down Toolkit 
Provide a small toolkit students can access when they feel anxious. It might 
include: 
 
• Stress balls or fidget tools 
• Breathing reminder cards 
• Positive coping statements such as “I can handle this” or “This feeling will 
pass.” 
 
Teaching students how to use calming strategies helps them manage distress 
more independently. 
 
Encourage Peer Support 
Positive peer connections can make school feel safer and more welcoming. 
Teachers might: 
 
• Pair the student with a supportive classmate for group activities 
• Assign a peer buddy during transitions 
• Encourage cooperative games that promote teamwork 
 
Feeling included can reduce anxiety and increase motivation to attend school. 
 



 

Communication with Families 
Regular communication with parents or caregivers is essential. Teachers can: 
 
• Share observations about the student’s behaviour at school 
• Reinforce progress and successes 
• Collaborate on consistent strategies between home and school 
 
Consistency helps the student feel supported by both environments. 
 
When Additional Support Is Needed 
If school refusal continues or worsens, additional support will be required. School 
counselors or mental health professionals can help address underlying anxiety 
and develop structured intervention plans. Early intervention is important 
because prolonged absence can make returning to school more difficult. 
 
Final Thoughts 
School refusal is often rooted in anxiety and emotional distress rather than 
unwillingness to attend school. With patience, understanding, and supportive 
strategies, teachers can help students gradually regain confidence in their ability 
to attend and participate in school. Small successes, consistent encouragement, 
and collaboration between teachers, families, and mental health professionals 
can make a significant difference in helping students overcome school avoidance 
and re-engage with learning. 
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