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Center for School Phobia and School Refusal

 

If you are a parent or clinician visiting our website, I hope that this information is helpful to you.  Jay Berk, Ph.D. and Associates provides a clinical setting that works with children and adolescents that have school phobia or school refusal behaviors.  We operate on a position that there is a reason that is creating the problem.  Often, individuals treat the problem without looking at the underlying causes and this generally does not lead to the successful outcomes that parents or even the child or adolescent desires.

 

After 25 years of experience, the support of many excellent clinicians in our practice and Perspectives Academy, our alternative education program, we are providing a service to the community that is much needed.  What is important is to consider the type of child and the issues they are having and this will be differentiated below.

 

1.  True School Phobic Child

There are children who have true school phobia, true school phobia being defined by actual fear of something at school.  Now, this can be a variety of things and it could include separation anxiety from the parents.  It could include sensory issues, such as fire alarms.  It could be issues such as shyness, general anxiety, trauma issues, etc.  Our clinicians are excellent at finding the underlying cause of this school phobia and starting to work with it.  There are many techniques possible in this situation and what we try to do is bring the expertise to the child, to the family, to the child’s school to help with the fears occurring.

 

An all encompassing plan can occur, including possibilities of working with the physician, working with intervention specialists, teachers, etc.  Most of the time, children with true school phobia are younger and these behaviors need to be dealt with early on or can become pervasive throughout the child's experience.

 

2.  School Phobia in Disguise

A second type of child is the child that has school phobia, but is not actually fearful of school but fearful of not being at home.  There are many reasons possible for this, which may actually exist or may just exist in the child's thoughts.  That is important to think about because the child's reality is the reality that they operate on.  For example, the child could have separation anxiety from a parent who had a medical issue, a mental health problem, drug or alcohol issue, etc. In addition, sometimes children struggle with wanting to be at home because they have younger siblings who are at home and they have to go to this "horrible place" called school.  This can be a struggle for many children in terms of their separation.

 

Innate personality makes a difference for this situation.  To share with you, personally,  Some  have a great deal of separation anxiety when first dropped him off at preschool they cling to your leg.  On the other hand, some walk in boldly, said goodbye and say, "See you later."  Personality plays a piece in this at helping children develop the self-confidence 

3.  School Refusal,

School refusal is generally seen with older individuals.  School refusal would traditionally be a child or adolescent who was going to school before and who stopped going or wanting to go for some reason.  There are many possibilities in this area as well.  Some common ones are:

a. Depression and the child has "given up" or does not have the energy to interact

b. Autism and they are having trouble with the concepts and material

c. Undiagnosed learning problems

d. Bullying or electronic harassment.   This has become very pervasive throughout the schools in America at the present time.  In terms of this, some of this can be very apparent and some of it can be very hidden and subtle.  For example, students may make up websites, Instagram accounts, Facebook accounts, etc., that their parents do not know about that "roast" another child.

e. Inappropriate content.  There have been several cases where a child or an adolescent has sent inappropriate content to another individual at the school and then broken up the relationship with them. They are embarrassed and do not want to confront the person or see the person and this can be a problem in terms of wanting to return to the same building or even with the same peers at all. 

4.  The family element of the situation is variable.
The child with school phobia and/or a child with school refusal can create major stress in a family situation.  I have seen it, for example, tear marriages apart where one parent feels one way, another parent feels another way in how they discipline.  I have seen parents "cave" in to the child's demands because they do not want to fight with them.  The police have been involved with some families for truancy.  Some families look at sending their child away to a boarding program because it is so difficult.  Some families simply are struck with they do not know what to do.

 

What is important is that the parents are not necessarily a part of the problem but are almost always a part of the solution.  Parents inadvertently may be possibly doing actions that are not helping the situation and in fact could inadvertently be doing things that are creating or elongating the problem.  As such, coaching the parents is part of what we do in our program.

 

Sometimes, this change can be very difficult, as it is changing a family dynamic.  But, the issue becomes the long-term goal of getting the child or adolescent to be able to operate independently as an adult at the end of the situation.

 

There may be many comorbid diagnoses that can occur with any of these children, for example, anxiety disorder, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, mood disorder, etc.  In addition, assessing for proper learning is important.  As such, there can be a multifaceted approach for each child that comes to our practice.  The following is the way that our clinic can work: 
1. Intake is scheduled to understand the current dynamic of the situation that is occurring.  This intake begins to unravel the pieces that need to be put into place. 

2. Possible options are individual therapy with the child, family therapy with the family, parent coaching, testing

3. Perspectives Academy, our alternative education setting for short term, mediate term or long-term stay is available, if appropriate..

4. Consult with their physician regarding medication and even the possibility of coming out to the home if needed.
5. Consult with their school and treating clinician.

With the depth of services we offer, we have been very successful with getting students back to a traditional educational setting when understanding either the behaviors, the emotional issues, the mental health issues or the circumstances that created the problem in the first place.  If you are interested, look at our website at JayBerkPhD.com or call us at (216) 292-7170
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