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Getting Back in the Door
Addressing School Avoidance in the Transitioning
Back to School During the COVID-19 Pandemic
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• ”Refusal” vs. “Avoidance”
• Common definition of school refusal (Maynard et al., 2015)
– Reluctance, refusal to attend school resulting in absences (behavioral
dysregulation)
– Stay at home with parents’ knowledge vs. hiding it
– Emotional distress at idea of attending school (somatic complains,
unhappiness, anxiety)
– Absence of severe antisocial behavior
– Parental efforts to improve school attendance

• Not an official disorder; symptom of multiple presenting concerns
– Approximately 50% of school refusal cases are due to anxiety (e.g. Walter et
al., 2010)
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• Illness keeps child home per medical advice
• Objective school climate issues (e.g., threats to safety, needs not met)
• Other psychosocial factors prevent school attendance
•
•
•
•

Family dysfunction – low supervision, permissiveness
Parents withdraw child from school
Lack of resources (housing, food, transportation)
Presence of other primary diagnosis (e.g., psychosis, substance use)

• Truancy
• Lack of fear, hide absences from caregivers, antisocial behavior, not staying at
home, lack of interest in schoolwork
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• It is really important for youth to go to school regularly
• Academic learning
• Social development
• Access to needed resources for special needs

• If they do not attend school due to avoidance
• Avoidance reinforces anxiety and other emotional patterns
• The longer kids stay out of school, the harder it is for them to return
• Snowball effect for work, friendships, etc

• Decreased routine and social activities = increased risk for depression
• Persistent avoidance = increased risk for dropping out and subsequent problems
• Economic, marital, and social problems (e.g., difficulty obtaining and maintaining employment).
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• Many youth will avoid school for multiple reasons
• May start with one reason, and become another
• Avoidance affects the whole system
• Regardless of the reason, routine is really important!
Avoidance-based reasons

Reward-based reasons

To avoid school-related situations that
increase negative affect
(e.g., anxiety, irritability)

Attention

To escape aversive situations
(e.g., social, evaluative)

Tangible Rewards

Kearney, C.A. & Albano, A.M. (2007). When Children Refuse School: A Cognitive 2nd edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press
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Depends on the fear or worry!
•

Practice:
• Going up to the school building (a “dry run for day one”)
• Getting answers wrong
• Talking to other people or ordering for yourself
• Wearing masks around other people
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Validation

Confidence

Support
Lebowitz, 2021

“I know this is hard, and I know you can do it.”
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Remember, caregivers

Saleea

• You set the tone
• How you talk about things in
front of your child
• What you model with your
behavior
• You are your child’s mirror
• How dangerous the world is
• Their ability to cope with
hard things
This is hard- take care of
yourself!
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• Common pitfall: Tendency toward accommodation
• Sometimes formalized in 504 plans/IEPs
• Examples of contraindicated static accommodations for anxiety:
• Extra time
• Not calling on a student
• Allowing avoidance of specific activities
• Not bad but not helpful- not primary interventions
• Relaxation strategies
• Journaling

• Required- partnership from all parties (parents, teachers,
specialists)
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Walk in independently
Whisper to teacher 3x
Staying for a full day

26

13

10/15/2021

Olivia
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