
BUT I DON’T WANT TO GO TO SCHOOL! 
 

School refusal behavior refers to a child-motivated refusal to attend school and/or difficulty 
remaining in classes for an entire day.  The problem includes youth with lengthy absences from 
school, youth who skip classes during the day, youth who are chronically late to school, youth 
who show misbehaviors in the morning in an attempt to miss school, and youth who may attend 
school but do so with great dread and distress.  Many youth demonstrate some aspect of school 
refusal behavior, making it one of the most common childhood behavior problems.  It is 
estimated that anywhere from 5-28% of children will exhibit some form of school refusal.  
Untreated, a child with school refusal will likely fall behind academically and be at risk for long 
term mental health concerns.  In addition, extended school refusal behavior can lead to serious 
short-term and long-term consequences; these consequences include academic problems, 
social alienation, family conflict and stress, school dropout, delinquency, and occupational and 
marital problems in adulthood. 

Common symptoms of school refusal behavior include anxiety, depression, withdrawal, fatigue, 
crying, and physical complaints such as stomachaches and headaches.  More disruptive 
symptoms may include tantrums, dawdling, noncompliance, arguing, refusal to move, running 
away from school or home, and aggression.  Many children and adolescents with school refusal 
behavior show a wide range of constantly changing behaviors.  Children with school-refusal 
behavior may have separation anxiety, a fear of being away from their parents, a social phobia, 
an inordinate fear of being judged, being called-on in class or being teased.  A specific phobia 
— fear of riding the bus, walking past a dog or being out in a storm — may be present. Other 
children are depressed, in some cases unable to get out of bed.  Many youth with school refusal 
complain of headaches, stomachaches or other physical symptoms, it can be difficult to tell 
whether anxiety, or a physical illness, is to blame.  One indicator: anxiety-fueled ailments tend to 
disappear magically on weekends. 

While the symptoms of school refusal behavior may be vast, the reasons can be categorized 
into four broad areas: (1) to avoid school-related situations that cause substantial distress, (2) to 
escape painful social and/or evaluative school-related situations, (3) to pursue attention from 
significant others, and (4) to pursue tangible rewards outside of school. 

Students are at a heightened risk when starting a new school or transitioning to a new school 
such as middle or high school.  Parents, educators and other caring, concerned adults should 
work to understand the reason behind the student’s school refusal and seek treatment as 
necessary to ensure that the student does not academically suffer.  Treatment that has been 
effective includes cognitive behavior therapy, exposure therapy, and relaxation techniques.  In 
cognitive behavior therapy the student works with a professional to change the negative 
behaviors and thoughts that they have about school in general or a specific part of school.  
Exposure therapy is used when school refusal is driven by phobias.  With exposure therapy a 
student gradually faces and masters his or her fears.  With both cognitive behavior therapy and 
exposure therapy students are taught several relaxation techniques which include breathing 
exercises and visualization. 

According to the National Institute of Mental Health the most important thing a parent can do is 
obtain a comprehensive mental health evaluation for their child.  The evaluation will reveal 
reasons for the school refusal and help determine the best treatment options.   



 

Professionals also state that it is important to keep children with school refusal in school. 
Missing school reinforces anxiety rather than alleviating it.  The following tips will help children 
and families develop coping strategies for school anxieties and other stressful situations. 

• Expose children to school in small degrees, increasing exposure slowly over time. 
Eventually this will help them realize there is nothing to fear and that nothing bad will 
happen. 

• Talk with your child about feelings and fears, which helps reduce them. 
• Emphasize the positive aspects of going to school: being with friends, learning a favorite 

subject, and playing at recess. 
• Arrange an informal meeting with your child’s teacher away from the classroom. 
• Meet with the school guidance counselor for extra support and direction. 
• Try self-help methods with your child.  In addition to a therapist’s recommendations, a 

good self-help book will provide relaxation techniques.  Be open to new ideas so that 
your child is too. 

• Encourage hobbies and interests.  Fun is relaxation, and hobbies are good distractions 
that help build self-confidence. 

• Help your child establish a support system.  A variety of people should be in your child’s 
life — other children as well as family members or teachers who are willing to talk with 
your child should the occasion arise. 

(Sources: www.adaa.org; www.wjsonline.com/refusal; www.aboutourkids.org/understandingschoolrefusal)  
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