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Understanding School Refusal

Most children will occasionally say they do not want to go to school.
School refusal is different. It occurs when emotional distress begins to
consistently interfere with a child’s ability to attend, participate in, or
emotionally engage with school.

For some families, school refusal begins gradually—headaches before
school, difficulty getting out of bed, increased anxiety on Sunday
evenings, or repeated requests to stay home. For others, it can feel
sudden and overwhelming.

School refusal can be connected to anxiety, depression, bullying,
academic overwhelm, neurodivergence, or previous negative school
experiences. In many cases, children want to attend school but feel
emotionally unable to do so consistently.

Families navigating school refusal often carry significant stress,
uncertainty, and exhaustion. It is important to remember that school
refusal is not a parenting failure, a lack of motivation, or a sign that
a child “doesn’t care.” More often, it is a signal that a child needs
additional emotional, therapeutic, or educational support.

What School Refusal Is Not

* A parenting failure
* A lack of motivation
¢ A child being "lazy” or "defiant”

* Something families should navigate alone

The biggest
difference was
feeling like we

weren’'t doing
this alone

anymore.

—Sage Alliance Parent
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Signs Families May Notice First

Many families notice patterns building gradually before attendance
becomes significantly impacted.

Common Signs of School Refusal

¢ Frequent headaches, sfomachaches, nausea, or physical
complaints before school

« Difficulty getting out of bed or preparing for school

¢ Increased anxiety or irritability in the mornings

e Emotional outbursts before leaving the house

* Repeated requests to stay home or leave early

* Changes in sleep patterns or nightmares

e Withdrawal from peers, activities, or routines

e Overwhelm during school fransitions

e Falling behind academically due to missed instruction

e Emotional exhaustion after school

Some children may appear highly social or academically

capable while still struggling deeply with school refusal
internally. Others may hold it together throughout the
school day before emotionally shutting down at home.




Why School Refusal Happens

There is rarely a single cause of school refusal. More often, it is the
result of emotional, academic, social, and environmental factors
building over fime.
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Families Often Hear Comments Like:
“Everyone else seems to know what they're doing except me.”
“I'm so behind that | don’t even know where to start anymore.”

“I want to go to school. | just can't.”

"By the fime | get there, | already feel overwhelmed.”

“It feels easier to stay home than feel like I'm failing all day.”

School refusal can also impact a child’'s confidence and sense
of identity. A child who once viewed themselves as successful
or independent may begin feeling isolated, ashamed, or
disconnected when school suddenly becomes difficult.

Common Contributing Factors

¢ Anxiety or depression

» Social stress or bullying

* Academic overwhelm

* Learning differences

* ADHD or autism

e Sensory overwhelm

* Perfectionism or fear of failure

* Major school transitions

* Previous negative school experiences

* Hospitalizations or extended absences

For some children, school refusal develops after a difficult transition
or negative school experience. For others, the challenge builds more
quietly over time until attending school begins to feel emotionally
exhausting or unsafe.

Progress wasn't linear, but for the
first time, we felt like our child
was being truly understood.

- Sage Alliance Parent
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Supporting Re-Engagement

Re-engagement rarely happens all at once. Progress is often gradual,
individualized, and non-linear.

Helpful Approaches for Families

e Focus on understanding the underlying barrier

* Maintain predictable routines and expectations
e Collaborate with schools and outside providers
¢ Validate emotions while maintaining structure

e Celebrate incremental progress

e Reduce unnecessary academic overwhelm

e Support confidence-building opportunities
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Small Wins Matter

For some children, progress may look like attending one class
instead of a full day. For others, it may mean entfering the
building after weeks or months away. These moments matter
and often become the foundation for larger progress over time.

Supporting the Whole Family

School refusal can place significant emotional and logistical strain
on caregivers. Supportive school environments recognize that
helping children re-engage successfully also means supporting
the family system.
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What Supportive School
Re-Entry Can Look Like:
Sage STEPS Program

For students experiencing school refusal, the path back to school
often starts with small, supported steps. Sage Alliance Schools’ STEPS
Program provides a structured, flexible pathway to help students
rebuild safety, consistency, and confidence.

The STEPS Program may include:

* A thoughtful transition plan tailored to each student’s needs
e Virtual check-ins with a dedicated therapist before arrival

e After-hours building visits and one-on-one infroductions
to frusted staff

e Gradual exposure to the school day, beginning with a class,
lunch period, or shortened schedule

e Ongoing therapeutic support on days when attendance
feels difficult

¢ Flexible arrival and departure times as students build readiness
* Regular communication with families and outside providers

¢ Academic scaffolding and executive functioning support

At Sage Alliance Schools, STEPS stands for Sage Transition Exposure
Progression Success. Through this program, students are met where
they are and gradually supported back into the school environment
with care, structure, and flexibility.

Success may look different for every child. For one student, it may
mean attending a single class after weeks away from school. For
anofther, it may mean staying through lunch, reconnecting with peers,
participating in therapy, or building the confidence to complete a full
school day.

Through STEPS, families gain a trusted plan, and students gain a
renewed path forward.

There were still difficult days, but
the pressure and shame started
to lift once we had the right
support system around us.

- Sage Alliance Parent



Sam'’s Story

Sometimes the Barrier
Isn’t the Classroom

Meet Sam, a high school student who had not attended school
consistently in over a year. At first, it seemed like the classroom

itself might be the primary barrier as Sam had experienced negative
interactions with teachers in the past.

But through careful conversations with Sam and his family, the Sage
team began looking more closely at what was actually standing in
the way. They explored different possibilities and eventually identified
something specific: fransportation had become the greatest source
of anxiety.

Rather than focusing only on attendance expectations,

the Principal worked with Sam and his family fo create a plan

that felt manageable. Together, they talked honestly about what
type of fransportation Sam felt ready to try. Sam chose the subway.

From there, the plan started small. A family member rode the frain
with Sam, and the Principal met him at the subway statfion, walked
with him to school, and helped him process the experience afterward.
Each day included a check-in: What went well2 What felt hard?

What skills would help next time?

Over time, those small steps helped Sam build confidence,

independence, and trust in himself.
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What Support Looked Like

¢ |dentifying the frue barrier behind the school refusal

e Collaborative planning with Sam and his family

e Gradual exposure to transportation routines

* Principal meeting Sam at the subway and walking him to school
 Daily debriefs about what felt successful or difficult

« Skill-building around confidence, decision-making,
and independence

e Emofional support after challenging moments

e Celebrating progress through small, meaningful successes

Over time, Sam went from not attending school to coming in most
days of the week. Eventually, he was able to take the subway

by himself, attend school more consistently, rebuild academic
momentum, and pass his classes.
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The Takeaway

School refusal is not always about the classroom itself. For some
students, the underlying barrier may be transportation, social
anxiety, sensory overwhelm, transitions, past school experiences,
or a loss of confidence.

Sam'’s progress began when the team stopped asking only,
“How do we get him into school2” and started asking,
“What is making school feel impossible right now?2”

With the right support, small steps can become meaningful progress.
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Want fo
Learn More?

Sage Alliance schools are accredited and private,
serving students grades 4 — 12. Our unique culture,
innovative educational approach, and authentic
learning environments support students in their
educational and development journey. With smaller
class sizes and more personalized learning approaches,
our teachers and staff meet the needs and opportunities
of students: intellectual, social, and emotional.

To learn more about how Sage supports students and
families, contact us or visit a campus to learn more.
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