
Pediatric Behavioral Health 

 

Most children and adolescents go to school, even if they complain about it. 
About 10-15% of students miss more than 10% school days each year, 
making them “chronically absent.” There are many reasons why 
students are chronically absent, including chronic medical issues, 
psychosocial difficulties, behavioral issues leading to school refusal or 
school avoidance because it’s too hard—academically, socially and/or 

emotionally. School refusal is the inability of a school-aged child to 
complete some or all of a regularly scheduled school day.  School refusal 
can take on various forms: arriving to one or more classes late, leaving the 
school before the scheduled end of the day, or refusing to attend school 
altogether.  School avoidance often starts with reporting physical 
symptoms including headaches, stomach aches etc. Many children and 
adolescents have underlying anxiety issues or have other behavioral or 
learning issues driving their avoidance.  

 
Warning Signs: 

• Has tantrum when asked to get ready for school  
• Refusing to go on the bus or get out of the car   

• Arriving late or leaving early from one or more classes  

• leaving school before the scheduled end of the day 

• Students learn if they act out enough, they will get 
removed from the classroom, making the punishment 
become the reward 

• Report physical symptoms including headaches, 
stomachaches etc. to get out of going to school/doing 
schoolwork  

• Acts out when tasked with homework  

• Refusing to go to school for several days in a row  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional Information: 

 

1. https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-

issues/conditions/emotional-problems/Pages/School-

Avoidance.aspx?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI863jzpXp6wIVjrbICh

1tcAnXEAMYASAAEgKPY_D_BwE 

2. https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Fac

ts_for_Families/FFF-Guide/School-Refusal-007.aspx 

3. http://www.ldonline.org/article/5907/ 

How Parent/Caregiver Can Help: 
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Pediatric Behavioral Health 
 

 

• Early identification and intervention for school-refusing 
children is essential 

• Use active listening skills to speak with your child and try 
to understand what may be causing school 
refusal/avoidance. It is important to be calm, 
nonjudgmental and supportive. “I can understand that you 
don’t like when the teacher calls on you. Can you tell me 
more about how you feel when it happens?” 

• Develop a consistent morning routine that evokes feelings 
of predictability and control, both at home and in school.  

• Collaborate with the school counseling team, teachers, 
administrators, coaches, and other responsible adults. 
Together, more information can be uncovered and ways to 
mitigate stressors can be identified.  

• Consequences to school refusal should be clear, 
consistent, and non-rewarding (should not be allowed to 
engage in preferred activities, such as video games or 
phone access). 

• Use verbal positive reinforcement for behaviors you want 
to see. State the positive behavior and comment on its 
specific effect on academic and/or social achievement. “I 
like the way you kept trying even when your math 
problems got harder. You were patient and asked for help 
when you needed it, great job!” 

 

Treatments: 

Therapy +/- medication for underlying conditions (Anxiety 

disorder/ADHD etc) 

 

Books: 

 

1. Helping Your Child Overcome Separation Anxiety Or School 

Avoidance by Andrew R. Eisen and Linda B. Engler 

2. Overcoming School Refusal: A practical guide for teachers, 

counsellors, caseworkers and parents by Joanne Garfi 

3. Overcoming School Anxiety: How to Help Your Child Deal 

with Separation, Tests, Homework, Bullies, Math Phobia, 

and Other Worries by Diane Peters Mayer 

 

Apps: 

1. Headspace 

2. MIndShift 

3. Pacifica 

4. Calm 

5. PTSDCoach 

 


