
an o�cial diagnosis and is 

di�erent from truancy because 

the learner is not trying to hide 

the absence from their parents, 

caregivers or school.  

Not attending school a�ects 

learning and achievement, 

social and emotional 

development, mental health 

and future careers. If a pattern 

of regular non-attendance is 

not addressed early, it will often 

become consistent throughout 

the learner’s life.

What school refusal looks like
The learner may:

• complain of headaches or stomach aches 

• have arguments on the way to school and attempt to stay with 
parents at drop off 

• feel stressed regularly throughout the day and experience 
dysregulation  

• constantly contact parents or carers throughout the day 

• not contribute to class learning and activities, and attempt  
to be invisible 

• dread school so requests to stay home, or complains on Sunday 
evening or in the mornings of school 

• want their work to be perfect and stress about evaluation 

• avoid attending class, school excursions or events. 

These early signs can increase to school refusal and may be 
observed in learners who: 

• have poor attendance 

• leave class to stay out of school and not attend 

• refuse to leave the classroom at break times or have periodic  
or repeated absences or skip classes 

• have a complete absence of school during a certain period of time 

• have a complete absence of school for an extended period of time.  

Risk factors and triggers
Presence of an anxiety disorder, school transitions and increased 
expectations such as:

• increase in homework or lessons

• classroom changes, bullying and threats

• upcoming exam or verbal presentation

• prolonged absence from illness

• death or illness in parent or caregiver

• family conflict

• family transitions

• traumatic personal or family experiences

• traumatic community experiences portrayed in the media which 
may include COVID-19. 
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