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Welcome
School Refusal and Anxiety
Your Trainers:
Hannah Pinchin and Jasmine Dace

House Keeping
• Please keep your cameras and audio off for the duration of
the presentation to limit distractions
• All questions will be answered at the end. If you do have any
questions, feel free to pop them in the chat, alternatively you
can turn your camera/audio on and ask that way
• Please make sure that any questions you do ask try to not be
case specific and non identifying of child, school or Local
Authority
• If you would like more individualised help and advice then
you can make a referral with us and we will discuss separately
• This presentation will be emailed to you after the training –
sit back and relax!

SENDIASS
(Special Educational Needs and Disability Information Advice and Support Service)

Who are we?
SEND

Information

Advice

Support

A service for those
living or working
with ages 0-25yrs
with Special
Educational Needs
and Disabilities

Providing factual
information found in
SEND Law and
practices as well as
local knowledge and
signposting

Providing impartial
advice on what
steps to take in the
areas of Education,
Health and Social
Care

Providing
confidential
individualised
support to empower
those who seek our
assistance

What is School Refusal and Anxiety?
• “Truancy” refers to pupils who
deliberately avoid attending school,
without their carer’s knowledge.
• “School Refusal” is when a child starts to
miss school frequently because of
unclear illness/symptoms.
• “Anxiety related School Refusal” is when
a child experiences extreme anxiety and
distress in relation to attending school
and as a result, remains absent. Other
phrases used include: School Phobia

Potential Reasons for School Refusal
Some reasons can include…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Academic pressures
Home related worries
Emotional developmental delay
Testing and assessments
Sensorial difficulties
Undiagnosed SEN or illness
Bullying
Not feeling difficulties are
understood or believed
• Physical difficulties
• Concerns around COVID-19

• Friendship issues or social
anxiety
• Navigating around school or
travel to and from school
• Adolescent hormone and brain
development
• Learning difficulties
• Unstructured break times
• Classroom disruption
• Ineffective SEND support
• Separation anxiety
• Changes to routines and staff
*This is not a exhaustive list

What are the symptoms?
The symptoms can be very distressing and can feel like
something is seriously wrong. Symptoms may include:
Physical:
•Palpitations/racing heart
•Feeling hot
•Feeling nauseous
•Shortness of breath
•Light-headedness/dizziness
•Stomach aches
•Diarrhoea
•Headaches
•Sweating
•Sleep problems & fatigue
•Dizziness
•General aches and pains
•Shaking and trembling
•Pins and needles
•Dry mouth

Mental:
•Struggling to concentrate &
make decisions
•Being more emotional
•Aggression
•Fear
•Panic/panic attacks
•Reluctance to get dressed
and/or leave the home
•Agitation
•Feeling on edge
•Irritable
•Sense of dread
•Avoidance
•Repeatedly checking
things/seeking reassurance

How does this affect the child?
Now imagine you’re a child. You have no idea why
you’re experiencing these symptoms, you have no
idea how to cope with them. It can be frightening
and overwhelming enough for an adult who can
call someone, articulate what they’re feeling,
make a doctor’s appointment, search for it online
etc. A child has no control in this situation.
An anxious child who is forced into school can be
traumatised and can often experience a ‘fight,
flight or freeze’ response when there, alongside
all the other anxiety symptoms they experience.
In this state, they are unlikely to be able to take
in information or process it effectively. In these
cases it’s likely that they won’t be able to gain the
educational benefit from being in school that
their peers may have.

How does this affect the parents?
• Pressures to prioritise education over the mental health of their child - do
whatever it takes to get them into school
• They want the best for their children and want them to have an education
• Forcing their child to attend school can cause trauma as it may break trust
and cause resentment between the parent and the child. Low self esteem
can be linked to these feelings when trying to persuade an un-willing
child.
• Trauma and compassion fatigue in a carer can also cause problems - if a
parent is so burnt out this can lead to anger and depression which in turn
could affect the relationship.
• Education is important but there are different means of delivering a good
education.
• When a child has been refusing to attend school and their behaviour
and/or anxiety appears to be worsening, it is important to seek help as
soon as possible.

How does this relate to SEND?
Anxiety disorders are a diagnosable disability, particularly when a
parent has reported this as the reason for school absence. These
struggles can indicate that the child may have
Special Educational Needs, which means:
A learning difficulty and/or disability which requires Special
Educational Provision. (SEP)

They have significantly greater difficulty learning than others the
same age
Their physical/mental Impairment has a substantial long-term
adverse effect on carrying out day-to-day activities
Broad areas of need:
1. Communication and Interaction
2. Cognition and Learning
3. Social, Emotional and Mental Health (SEMH)
4. Sensory and Physical

Schools: Coding an absence due to Anxiety
Schools must take an attendance register at the start of the
first session and again after lunch.
A legal duty is placed upon schools to ensure that registers are
accurately completed. They form part of the witness
statement presented to the court in the case of a prosecution.
Code I: Illness (not medical or dental appointments)
“Schools should advise parents to notify them on the first day
the child is unable to attend due to illness. Schools should
authorise absences due to illness unless they have genuine
cause for concern about the veracity of an illness. If the
authenticity of illness is in doubt, schools can request parents
to provide medical evidence to support illness. Schools can
record the absence as unauthorised if not satisfied of the
authenticity of the illness but should advise parents of their
intention. Schools are advised not to request medical evidence
unnecessarily. Medical evidence can take the form of
prescriptions, appointment cards, etc. rather than doctors’
notes.”
– School attendance guidance August 2020

What if I am being threatened with an
Attendance Order?
If you are being threatened with an Attendance Order
because of your child’s absences from school, you should
write to the relevant person or department (which is likely
to be the Educational Welfare Service) to explain that your
child has special educational needs and is experiencing
mental health difficulties. Suggest to them that serving an
Attendance Order in these circumstances would be
premature and inappropriate as it is not useful to the
child. What is needed is co-ordinated action by support
agencies to identify and make provision for all of your
child’s needs.
Hopefully, once everyone involved realises that your child’s
non-attendance is to do with their anxiety and SEN rather
than deliberate truancy, the threat will be withdrawn.

What can
Parents do?

Listen to your child
Communication with your child key. Supporting them and letting them know you
take their concerns seriously and believe them is important to be able to keep
trust and try and move the situation forward.
1. Ask your child what’s worrying them and what it is about school that makes
them not want to go. Stay as calm as you can, focusing on listening and
providing emotional support, and reassure them that you can work together
to make things better.
2. Try to stick to the same routine and praise your child for every small step
they take. This could be getting out of bed at the right time, eating breakfast,
washing and brushing their teeth, getting dressed and eventually leaving the
house. This will help to create a sense of security.
3. Be consistent with the strategies you try to help them get back to school.
Think with them about changes that could be made at school, at home or in
their daily routine to help them feel less worried. Remember that it might take
a while for something to work. Changing between lots of strategies quickly can
be confusing, so only move on when you’ve tried something for a while
without it helping.
4. Talk with your child about strategies that help them to express and manage
their anxiety. This could be spending time with particular friends, listening to
music, reading, playing sport, drawing, cooking or watching a favourite film.
They might find it helpful to make a worry box or self soothe box.

Go and see a GP
Explain the difficulties your child is experiencing and ask for the GP’s help, which
could include:
• Referring your child to the Children and Adolescent Mental Health Service
(CAMHS)
• Writing to the school to confirm that they suspect your child has an anxiety
disorder and is currently medically unfit to attend school
• Documenting anxiety symptoms and any other difficulties in your child’s
medical records (for evidence if needed)
*Please note that GP’s do not have a statutory duty to provide informal sick notes for children.

The following national guidance has been sent out to all GP’s, schools and colleges by the
General Practitioners’ Council/ British Medical Association:
“Schools and colleges should note that GPs will not provide sick notes in support of special
consideration applications. A medical certificate is not necessary when making an application for
special consideration where a candidate misses an exam or their performance in an exam is
affected as a result of a temporary illness/injury. As long as the school/college supports the
application for special consideration this is considered sufficient evidence’.

Speak to the School
• Ask for a meeting
Ask the class teacher, SENCO and or senior management team for a meeting to
discuss what might be behind the school refusal, and to work together moving
forward. It might help to write down a list of concerns beforehand, and to bring
along a family member or friend to support you.

• Maintain positive contact
Keep in regular contact with key staff as the situation progresses. Try to
maintain a positive relationship, including by recognising the things that are
being done to help your child. Ultimately, this will help you get more of the
support you need.

• Home-School Book
It might help to introduce a home-school book, in which you, teachers and
your child can record important things that happen. This helps maintain regular
communication – giving you a better sense of what things are like at school,
and the school a better sense of what it’s like for your child at home.

• Bullying Concerns
If you are concerned about bullying, read through the school’s anti-bullying
policy. This should set out how the school needs to respond and support your
child.

• Concerns about School Staff
If you are unhappy with the way a member of staff is responding to your
concerns, escalate them to a more senior person.

Meeting with School
The key aim is to agree with the school which strategies will be tried,
and arrange a time to check-in on how it's going.
You might discuss some of the following example strategies:
• A flexible or reduced timetable – with the aim of building back up
when it feels manageable for your child
• Changing forms, sets or tutors if your child thinks this would help
• A home visit from the school, where a staff member can check-in to
show your child the school cares about them
• Small, achievable targets your child can work towards
• Linking them with a member of staff, for example from the pastoral
team, who they can chat to
• Linking them with a peer buddy or mentor
• Finding a way for them to feel more part of the school community,
for example by joining a club
• Thinking of ways they can structure break-times if they are finding
them difficult
• Offering them a new role or responsibility, such as library or bookcorner monitor, or learning mentor
• Referring them for additional support such as counselling

Document Everything
Keep a diary and file documenting everything relevant to the situation
and your child’s needs. For example:
• Describe what happens daily with your child – what they say or do,
if you are able
• Make a log of the days when your child doesn’t want to go to
school. This will give you a better sense of when and how often
they feel like this, and can also help you raise it with the school
• Record evidence of the action you and the school are taking. Keep
notes and records of all conversations with school or medical staff –
if you are able follow up conversations with written summaries so
that you have written records, also ask for written confirmation of
any verbal agreements
• Keep records of all medical appointments and any assessments or
meetings
• Keep all relevant letters and print outs of emails

• For every absence send an email to school detailing why, each time

What can
School do?

School’s Legal Duty to Provide Support
• Schools must use their “best endeavours” (Section 66
CAFA 2014) to ensure any child with SEN gets the
support they need, and must make “reasonable
adjustments” (Section 20 EqA 2010) to support a
disabled child in accessing education
• Schools use a guidance document on SEN support
from their LA to help them decide whether/what
type of support your child needs
• There is no legal requirement to meet a specific
number of criterion to access support
• The SEND Code of Practice (The Code) is statutory
guidance that informs schools/organisations on how
to put SEND law into practice

Assess the child for SEND
• Using their “best endeavours duty” and/or “reasonable adjustments
duty” to assess the student for SEND and offer support in accordance
with the SEND Code of Practice.

• School’s SEN support should take the form of a “Four-Part Cycle”:
Assess, Plan, Do, Review
• ASSESS the child’s needs
• PLAN how to address those needs
• DO put the plan into practice
• REVIEW how it’s going and if
anything needs to change
• If the school is unable to provide suitable educational provision to meet
the child’s needs that they can access, they should apply to the Local
Authority for an EHC needs assessment. (The first step towards an
Education, Health and Care Plan)

Reintegration
• If the child is absent for more than 15 days, whether consecutive or
cumulative, the school is required to inform the LA medical needs
officer who should arrange alternative full-time educational provision
and should do so at the latest by the sixth day of the absence.

• Provide homework whilst the student is unable to attend - their duty
to educate does not stop because a student does not attend due to
showing traits of SEN (diagnosed or not).
• Put in place a support plan which has been shared with parents to
identify a structured way forward including the strategies in place to
phase back in full attendance when appropriate and a backup plan if
this fails.
• Help them reintegrate at school when they return
• Make sure the child and family are kept informed about school events
and clubs
• Encourage the child to stay in contact with other pupils, e.g. through
visits or videos

• Educational Psychologist (EP)
Helps children achieve their full potential
and improve their experiences of learning.
They assess difficulties children may be having
with their learning.

• Specialist Teacher (Outreach)
Teachers from special schools who provide an outreach
service to mainstream schools to support areas of inclusion
for pupils with SEND.

Involving Specialists
Making a referral to an
outside service for
assessment and support

• Child Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS)
NHS service that assesses and treats young people with emotional,
behavioural or mental health difficulties. The team is made up of nurses,
therapists, psychologists, child psychiatrists, social workers, and other professionals.

• Education Welfare Service
A service in schools to try and raise attendance. They try to find out what
is causing a young person not to attend school, and support schools by offering advice,
guidance and strategies to support children who are beginning to school-refuse.

• Multi Agency Support Team (MAST)
A variety of professionals form a team around the child to offer all the necessary support for them and their family. The
team is made up of representatives from key statutory agencies i.e. School Attendance Service, Children's Social Care,
CAMHS, and others. They can provide strategies for attendance difficulties.

What can the
Local Authority do?

Get temporary education in place
The Local Authority (LA) has a legal duty to secure suitable, full-time alternative
education for those children of compulsory school age who, by reason of illness,
exclusion or otherwise, may not for any period receive suitable education unless
such arrangements are made for them. This applies whether or not your child
has an EHC Plan. (Section 19 Education Act 1996)
LAs have a power (not a duty) to arrange education provision, where not already
available, for pupils aged 16-18.
• LAs should have regard to the statutory guidance entitled: ‘Ensuring a good education for
children who cannot attend school because of health needs’. “Health needs” can include
anxiety and other mental health needs.
• It states in paragraphs 14-15 that LAs should provide such education as soon as it is clear
that the child will be away from school for 15 days or more, whether consecutive or
cumulative. They should liaise with appropriate medical professionals to ensure minimal
delay in arranging appropriate provision for the child.

• “Full-time education” is not defined in law, and LAs will often only offer a few hours of
home tuition per week. However, the guidance states (at the bottom of page 4) that it
should “equate to what the pupil would normally have in school – for example, for pupils
in Key Stage 4 this would usually be 25 hours a week.”
• It is unlawful to withhold or reduce the provision, or type of provision, for a child
because of how much it will cost. Therefore, LAs must not have policies that limit a
child’s education to a specified number of hours per week due to cost or availability.

What if my child has an EHCP?
1. It is likely that the plan needs to be re-examined.
Your child may need extra or different support,
and/or a different school.
2. You should consider asking for an early review of the
EHC plan or a re-assessment of needs, especially if
your child’s mental health needs have arisen
relatively recently and are not covered in the plan.
3. The LA must continue to secure the special
educational provision in the EHC plan while your
child is out of school (section 42, Children and
Families Act 2014).

Resources
• Autism anxiety resource pack
• The affects of forcing an anxious child to
attend school
• A school’s guide to anxiety related nonattendance
• A parent’s guide to anxiety related nonattendance
• Template letter to request authorisation
of anxiety related non-attendance
• Top Tips for Meetings

Useful Government Guidance
• Supporting children with medical conditions at school
• Education for children with health needs who cannot
attend school

• School attendance
• Mental health and behaviours in schools

• Illness and your child’s education
• Alternative provision
• SEND Code of Practice
• Reasonable Adjustments for Disabled Pupils

Useful National Organisations
Not Fine in School

IPSEA

Young Minds

Resources Page

School Refusal Page

School Refusal Page

Local Authority SEN Teams
Contact Details
West Berkshire City Council

Southampton City Council

Portsmouth City Council

01635 519713

02380 833013

02392 841238

senteam@westberks.gov.uk
Special Educational Needs Team
West Berkshire Council
West Street House
West Street
Newbury
West Berkshire
RG14 1BZ

0-25service@southampton.gov.uk
Special Educational Needs Team
Southampton City Council
Civic Centre (North Block)
Southampton
Hampshire
SO14 7LY

sen.education@portsmouthcc.gov.uk
Special Educational Needs Team
Portsmouth City Council Civic Offices
Guildhall Square
Portsmouth
PO1 2EA

Thank you for listening. Any Questions?
Contact Us
West Berkshire

Southampton

Portsmouth

0300 303 2644

0300 303 2677

0300 303 2000

westberksiass@roseroad.org.uk
www.westberkssendiass.info

southamptoniass@roseroad.org.uk
www.southamptonsendiass.info

portsmouthiass@roseroad.org.uk
www.portsmouthsendiass.info

Self referrals/professional referrals welcome. For general enquiries email familyservices@roseroad.org.uk

