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aUniversity of Southern Queensland, Toowoomba, Australia; bUniversity of Queensland, St Lucia; cWestern 
Sydney University, Penrith; dSchool Can’t Australia

ABSTRACT
School attendance rates continue to concern educators and research-
ers internationally, especially when these absences are linked to 
emotional distress in the children and young people affected. The 
Australian government has called for more research and action on 
school attendance issues, often termed school refusal. The authors 
argue that the term school refusal pathologises students and over-
looks the complex interplay of individual and socio-environmental 
factors. They suggest using the terms school-related emotional 
stress/distress and school can’t to better capture the emotional 
impact of school-based stressors and the reduced capacity experi-
enced by children and young people. The paper highlights the over-
representation of neurodiverse, LGBTQI+, and Indigenous students 
in school non-attendance data, drawing on submissions to the 
Australian Senate Inquiry and existing literature. It proposes a new 
conceptual framework based on a dynamic socio-ecological model, 
shifting the focus from individual pathology to a social model, and 
advocates for trauma-informed, inclusive educational practices.

Introduction

Increased concerns around school attendance difficulties in children and young people (CYP) 
are internationally universal and drive research aimed at prevention and intervention 
approaches (Gonzálvez & Inglés 2019). School non-attendance, or school refusal, has increased 
in countries such as: Japan (where non-attendance increased 65% since Covid 19) (Nishimura 
et al. 2024), England (which saw a gradual increase prior to Covid and an increase of 50% 
post Covid 19) (Lester & Michelson, 2024) and the United Stated of America (where chronic 
absenteeism rose by 91% between the 2018/2019 and 2021/2022 school years) (Dee, 2024). 
Whilst it is difficult to make direct comparisons between countries due to difference in data 
collections and schooling systems (Kreitz-Sandberg et al. 2022), calls have been made for 
international policy reviews on intervention strategies or changes to educational structures 
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(Kearney et al. 2019). There is international recognition that there is homogeneity in the 
presentation of emotional distress, such as somatic and externalised symptoms, amongst this 
group of CYP (Bacon and Kearney, 2020; Leduc et al. 2024; Tekin & Aydın, 2022). However, 
there is also significant heterogeneity in the diversity of affected populations of CYP and the 
factors that contribute to the phenomenon.

In Australia there is a consensus that school attendance challenges are a growing concern 
amongst caregivers and educators. So significant is this issue that the Australian Federal 
Government undertook to explore the phenomenon through a Senate Committee Inquiry 
(referred to in this paper as the ‘Senate Inquiry’) that resulted in a report on the national 
trend of school refusal and 19 recommendations for action (Australian Government 
Department of Education, 2024). The Senate Inquiry recognised worrying school attendance 
data, with school attendance rates (a percentage of the total number of possible student-days 
attended) declining from 92.6% in 2015, to 88.6% in 2023. Further, the Senate Inquiry 
reported that the school attendance level (the proportion of full-time students in Years 1–10 
whose attendance rate is equal to or greater than 90%) of Australian CYP fell dramatically 
from 77.8% in 2015 to 59.8% in 2024 (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting 
Authority, 2024; Australian Government Department of Education 2024).

Prolonged and consistent absence from school or low rates of attendance are often 
described as school refusal. In the literature, contrast to truancy and withdrawal, school 
refusal is characterised as occurring with the caregivers’ knowledge, unlike truancy, and, 
unlike withdrawal, by a level of emotional distress associated with attending school (Knage 
2023; Leduc et al. 2024). Indeed, in 94.3% of incidents a CYP experiencing school attendance 
difficulties will involve mental health concerns such as depression, anxiety and post-traumatic 
stress (Connolly, Constable, and Mullally 2023). The term school refusal is generally rejected 
by those with lived and living experience as it fails to capture the affective and environmental 
components of the phenomenon that lead to school attendance difficulties (Connolly, 
Constable, and Mullally 2023). Indeed, the Senate Inquiry (Australian Government 
Department of Education 2024) recognised the way the term school refusal portrays the 
phenomenon as a choice made by the CYP as problematic (Paragraph 1.15). Further, the 
recommendations of the inquiry called for a deeper understanding of the drivers of school 
attendance difficulties, including those issues related to emotional distress (Recommendation 
6.18) and a nationally agreed upon definition of the phenomenon (Recommendation 6.38).

In line with the Senate Inquiry (Australian Government Department of Education 2024, 
p. 1.15), we take a position that the use of school refusal as a term pathologises and portrays 
the CYP and their distress as either irrational or deviant, with the young person being 
responsible for their behaviour choices. Pathologising the inability to attend school limits 
the understanding of the complexity of the experience (Knage 2023) and of ways to navigate 
this complexity in the best interests of the CYP. Accordingly, this paper proposes, and will 
use, the term school can’t in recognition that for many CYP the emotional impact can result 
in a nervous system shutdown (Australian Government Department of Education 2024) 
which reduces their capacity to attend school, even if they want to Connolly, Constable, 
and Mullally (2023; Heyne et al. 2021).

Previous literature, and submissions to the Senate Inquiry, have indicated that there are 
many groups of students identified as being disproportionately represented in the school 
can’t data, including those who are neurodiverse (Connolly, Constable, and Mullally 2023; 
Rogers & Westphal, 2022), LGBTQI+ (Townley and Moss 2023), Indigenous (Mallee District 
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Aboriginal Services 2022) and those born with innate variations of sex characteristics 
(Brown 2022; Intersex Human Rights Australia, 2022). However, little exploration has been 
undertaken into the reasons why such diverse groups can have a similar response to their 
school experiences. A sociological lens suggests that schools are designed with a normative 
child in mind, who is, for example, White (Francis 2025), heterosexual (van Leent & Spina, 
2023) cisgendered (Horton 2023), endosex (Brömdal et al. 2021), and neurotypical (Waltz 
et al. 2020). For CYP that do not align with these norms school is more difficult.

This conceptual paper is a collaboration between allies, practitioners and cross disci-
plinary researchers, with all authors positioned with more than one of these perspectives. 
Five of the six authors are living with CYP who experience school can’t, whilst three have 
had experience as educators supporting CYP experiencing school can’t. Drawing on aca-
demic literature, and informed by our collective living experience, this paper develops a 
conceptual framework and suggests a research agenda for future exploration of school can’t, 
and education reform. This paper seeks to outline the range of factors that contribute to 
school non-attendance including mental health, disability, being part of the LGBTQI+ 
community, and neurodiversity. By shifting the conceptualisation of school non-attendance 
from a pathology associated with the CYP to a social model, we hope to address some of 
the factors that might increase school attendance amongst this diverse and vulnerable 
population.

Conceptualisations of school refusal

Historical conceptualisations of school refusal have framed it as a functional behaviour, 
where CYP choose to not attend school because they are seeking attention, pursuing tangible 
objects (such as interactions seen as more pleasurable than attending school), or avoiding 
stimuli or social situations that provoke negative emotions/affect (Kearney and Silverman 
1993). More recently Kearney and Gonzálvez (2022) have called for a dimensional perspec-
tive of school attendance problems, with emphasis on the functional impairment created 
as a result of school refusal in the domains of social, family and school functioning. Whilst 
their proposed method for assessing and thus treating those experiencing school refusal 
was grounded in a desire to support CYP, the use of words like refusal, attention seeking 
and avoidance imply an adult judgement about the behaviour that does not necessarily 
result in attention being directed to stressors, barriers, and difficulties experienced by the 
student.

Other investigations of school refusal have centred around the type of non-attendance 
with greater recognition of the role of emotional distress. In a review of historical concep-
tualisations of school non-attendance, Heyne et al. (2019) noted four types of non-attendance: 
school refusal, truancy, school withdrawal and school based disciplinary absences. Of these, 
school refusal was acknowledged to stem from an emotional stress/distress response to 
attending school. Whilst Heyne et al. (2019) associate emotional stress/distress only with 
school refusal, the role of emotional distress in truancy, school withdrawal and disengage-
ment, and disciplinary absences is also worth considering. This affective component of 
school refusal, or school non-attendance, was reinforced by Connolly et al. (2022) who 
advocated for the use of the term school distress to better recognise the experiences of the 
CYP with school attendance issues, arguing that school refusal does not adequately recognise 
the emotional distress. In a subsequent study by Connolly, Constable, and Mullally (2023) 
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of 947 parents of CYP experiencing school distress, 94.3% of children exhibited emotional 
distress such as clinically significant anxiety (92.5%). However, whilst Connolly et al.’s (2022; 
2023) papers acknowledged the role of emotional distress experienced by the CYP, they did 
not have the scope to explore all the factors leading to emotional distress, such as the rela-
tionship between the CYP’s sense of identity and the stress response to the school setting.

Further debates around the terminology and conceptualisation of school refusal build 
on the link between school non-attendance and emotional distress. In their review of 
research Inglés et al. (2015) stated that the term school refusal was acceptable on the grounds 
that it was commonly used in the literature and that it encompassed the “causal heteroge-
neity” (p. 38) or the range of reasons for school non-attendance and the many ways in which 
it can present. However, Elliott and Place (2019) highlighted that despite decades of research 
into school refusal, there is still little that is understood about the mechanisms that influence 
the phenomenon, especially considering the heterogenous nature of school refusal. Indeed, 
they reflected on Kearney’s use of the term school refusal and argued that it emphasised 
school non-attendance as a child-motivated problem and was of limited use in describing 
or explaining the transactions between the CYP and their environments. As such, though 
the functional behaviour approach recognises anxiety, a more nuanced understanding of 
school refusal as a function of a stress response or as safety seeking, is needed.

Whilst there is acknowledgement of a CYP’s distress around attending school (Connelly 
et al. 2023), there is also growing acknowledgement of the stress that contributes to the 
distress. For example, studies such as Tekin and Aydın’s (2022) scoping review of school 
refusal and anxiety among children and adolescents concluded that school refusal was 
strongly influenced by the quality of family functioning, parental depression or anxiety, 
and school punishment. However, these findings reinforce conceptualisations that centre 
the problem of school refusal within the child and the family, with limited consideration 
for day-to-day school related interactions and the school environment. In contrast, Heyne 
et  al. (2020), recognised that a multidisciplinary approach to conceptualising school 
non-attendance was needed, providing recognition that the stressors may be cross-contextual. 
Additionally, they highlighted that little is known about the interpersonal casual factors 
that contribute to school non-attendance and called for additional research drawing on 
student and parental perspectives to gain insight into their subjective experience and the 
stressors related to school related distress.

A growing body of research is recognising the role that the school system and school 
related interactions have on school attendance difficulties. For example, a study by Hascher 
and Hadjar (2018) sought to conceptualise school alienation, the process by which CYP 
develop a negative disposition (cognition and affect) towards school and seek to distance 
themselves from school related experiences. Their approach to school alienation foregrounded 
the understanding that a negative disposition towards attending school may in fact be trig-
gered by the educational setting and interactions with learning, teachers and/or peers. Within 
its scope, this study however did not consider how the negative disposition was in fact a stress 
response. Building on ideas of school alienation, Havik and Ingul (2021) posited that school 
non-attendance may be explained through a system integrated cognitive framework where 
students avoid school because they feel unable to deal with the stressors presented by the 
school environment. Thus, their cognitive appraisal of the situation is the result of the inter-
play between individual, interpersonal and environmental (structural) factors.



British Journal of Sociology of Education 5

In support of greater recognition of the interplay between students and the school climate, 
Knage (2023) concurred that CYP might have valid reasons for their absences from school 
relating to their subjective experience. They called on future research to consider the com-
plexities of student lives and to draw on theoretical frameworks that recognise the interac-
tion between students as individuals and their schooling environments. Interpersonal 
interactions, such as those with teachers, may be one such valid reason for school attendance 
difficulties. In a study of 263 students Filippello et  al. (2019) explored how teachers’ 
behaviour towards students influenced students’ feelings of self-determination. They found 
that students who perceived their teachers as controlling or unsupportive were more likely 
to have high school absences. Likewise, Bacon and Kearney (2020) examined how school 
climate related to rates of absenteeism in American students (n = 128, 381). They found 
factors such as academic, social and physical safety were concerns that increased a CYP’s 
likelihood of not attending school, indicating a relationship between interpersonal inter-
actions and school attendance patterns.

Similarly, other studies have shown that microaggressions in the school setting may 
contribute to a CYP’s feeling of belonging or safety. Microaggressions, the subtle or seem-
ingly innocuous verbal, non-verbal or environmental slights that demean or devalue a 
CYP based on their identity, can detrimentally impact the educational climate or culture 
(Ogunyemi et  al. 2020). In their study of disabled middle school students (n = 82), 
González (2024) found that academic motivation and perceptions of school climate were 
impacted by exposure to microaggressions in the school setting. Further, they revealed 
that exposure to microaggressions significantly predicted a CYP’s sense of safety at school 
(González, 2024).

Viewing school related school distress through a lens of structural, interpersonal and 
individual barriers to attending school, provides insights into the reasons why CYP find 
school attendance difficult. In their conceptual paper on the pedagogy of refusal, Miller 
(2016) highlighted that the act of refusing may be seen as an act of self-preservation, where 
students’ perception of an unwelcoming educational environment may lead to them lim-
iting their attendance as a means to protect themselves. Additionally, Miller (2016) high-
lighted that students may be made vulnerable by the education setting, whereby CYP feel 
unsafe in a school setting because their identity and needs are not acknowledged or sup-
ported in the educational context. Building on this understanding of stressors that influ-
ence a CYP’s experience of school, and Connelly et al.’s (2023) earlier work on school 
distress, we propose that feeling unsafe in a school setting may lead to a significant stress 
response in CYP, that can escalate to emotional distress. Further we highlight how the 
stress/distress relationship may develop into school can’t as a result of the diminished 
capacity experienced by CYP.

Though school refusal has previously conceptualised the phenomenon as related to the 
anxiety levels of the CYP and explored some of the factors that contribute to the complexity 
of school attendance behaviour and patterns, a more nuanced understanding of the rela-
tionship between the factors that create stress and the distress that results, is needed. In 
particular, consideration of intersectionality and the intersecting identity and experiences 
of the students made most vulnerable, including the ways that these individual attributes 
interact with structural and interpersonal elements may reduce capacity, and thus school 
can’t will add insight to the issue.
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Intersectional perspectives

This paper takes an intersectional approach (Bešić 2020) that recognises that the experience 
of school can’t is not homogenous across all student groups. It is a complex phenomenon 
whereby a number of axes of identity and experiences interact that can protect the child or 
compound the impact of school can’t. Whilst this section does not exhaust all the possible 
intersecting identities and experiences for CYP, those discussed are important starting 
points identified in the literature. To understand the relationship between intersectionality 
aspects of oppression, intersecting identities and experiences, school related stress/distress 
and the school setting, this section is structured around four interconnected categories of 
barriers to school attendance found by a German study: emotional distress, lack of social 
belonging, negative teacher-student dynamics, and stressors in the home environment 
(Enderle et al. 2024). These categories reflect the dynamic nature of interactions between 
students as individuals and complex school, family and community environments.

Emotional stress/distress
The origins of the emotional stress/distress that leads to diminished capacity and school 
can’t is likely to be different for different CYP. A systematic review of ecological factors 
present in school refusal identified anxiety symptoms and diverse learning needs as the 
most common differentiators between CYP who do and do not experience school refusal 
(Leduc et al. 2024). In Australia, the most comprehensive submission to the Senate Inquiry 
was informed by the living experience of 441 parents in the network School Can’t (School 
Phobia, School Refusal) Australia (Rogers & Westphal, 2022). These parents reported CYP 
experiencing distress, frustration, anger, social isolation, judgement, and shame in school 
settings. At home, children experienced anxiety, depression, and “severe school can’t” 
(Rogers & Westphal, 2022, p.6). The ongoing stress of these experiences was understood 
to result in a trauma response and ongoing negative mental and physical health impacts.

Additionally, there is a relationship between school related emotional distress and the 
educational learning needs of CYP. Of the children included in the School Can’t Australia 
submission, 73% had been diagnosed with a disability, most commonly autism and/or 
ADHD (Rogers & Westphal, 2022). Similarly, Connelly et al.’s (2023) UK study of 947 parents 
of CYP with experience of school distress, analysed together with an age-matched control 
group, found that 92.1% of CYP experiencing school distress were described as neurodi-
vergent, 83.4% as autistic, 56.9% with sensory processing difficulties, and 55% with ADHD. 
These significant overrepresentations of neurodivergent CYP experiencing school related 
emotional distress point to school environments that are “difficult and detrimental to their 
wellbeing” (Connolly, Constable, and Mullally 2023, p. 12).

Further to this, some student populations such as First Nations or LGBTIQ+ CYP have, 
on average, poorer mental health due to racism, discrimination and minority stress 
(Hoy-Ellis, 2021; Twizeyemariya et al. 2017). In line with this, non-White students (Childs 
and Lofton 2021) and LGBTQ students (Peter, et  al. 2021) have higher rates of school 
absence than their peers. However, recent analysis by Haque, Kabir, and Khanam (2024) 
concluded that mental health alone is not a direct casual factor for reduced attendance. 
Others, such as Connolly, Constable, and Mullally (2023), found that sensory experiences 
at school, played a role in school stress/distress for autistic students, whilst Chan and Suen’s 
(2023) study of LGBTQI students in China revealed that verbal abuse and social isolation 
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were school based stressors. Further consideration of these school-based stressors is 
required, which first requires recognition of their role in school related emotional stress/
distress.

Safety and belonging at school
There are a range of factors relating to the school environment, both social and physical, 
which contribute to safety and belonging in schools, and to school can’t. These include 
student experiences of: relationships with peers and teachers (Childs and Lofton 2021; 
Enderle et al. 2024), physical buildings (Childs and Lofton 2021; Li et al. 2024), feeling 
unsafe, experiencing violence or conflict (Childs and Lofton 2021), including pressure from 
high academic demands and teaching methods (Enderle et al. 2024, CESE, 2022). Recent 
literature has shown that autistic CYP face challenges at school and have reduced capacity 
to attend school (Adams 2022), that school refusal occurs at an earlier age in autistic children 
(Connolly, Constable, and Mullally 2023, Ochi et al. 2020), and they are frequently moved 
between schools in search of a more inclusive environment (Mitchelson, Simpson, and 
Adams 2024). This is rooted in several reasons, including the quality of relationships present 
at school. More specifically, the school can’t of CYP with autism is significantly associated 
with bullying (Ochi et al. 2020), and the physical school environment being designed for 
neurotypical brains and bodies (Li et al. 2024). In their study with parents of 200 autistic 
young people, Li et al. (2024) found that physical factors such as transitions between spaces 
and sensory stimuli had a greater impact on school participation than family factors or the 
traits of the child.

Research into the school experiences of LGBTQ+ CYP consistently also demonstrates 
that schools are hostile places for these CYP. A large scale, longitudinal Canadian study by 
Peter, et al. (2021) found that 37% of 2SLGBTQ (Two Spirit LGBTQ) students had skipped 
school because they felt unsafe at school or on the way to school, with 48% of trans students 
had skipped school due to feeling unsafe, compared to 18% of cisgender, heterosexual 
students. Among the 2SLGBTQ participants, more than half the Indigenous students 
reported skipping school because they felt unsafe. Gender and sexuality diverse students 
cannot rely on teachers supporting them. These young people report that in schools, 57% 
of adults never, or hardly ever intervened positively in the case of homophobic language, 
and 44% never or hardly ever intervened positively in the case of transphobic or homophobic 
physical harassment (Ullman 2021).

Further, a recent systematic review demonstrated that schools have an adverse impact 
on trans students in a number of ways, finding structural, interpersonal and individual level 
barriers to optimal mental health and educational outcomes (Day and Brömdal 2024). The 
conceptualisation of the school setting as a potentially harmful environment, or one that 
does not always promote a sense of belonging was supported by an Australian study with 
parents of trans CYP that indicated that an inability to attend school for a period of time 
was not uncommon for trans CYP, and parents worked hard to find appropriate education 
settings (Townley and Henderson 2024).

Students with innate variations of sex characteristics (also known as intersex variations/
traits) often feel invisible and unsafe in schools, and have high rates of non-school attendance 
(Intersex Human Rights Australia 2022). This was evidenced in Jones et al. (2016) study 
that reported how only one quarter of Australian young people with intersex variations 
rated their education experiences positively, with one fifth not completing high school.
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Home and neighbourhood environment
The family dynamic and connection to community also plays a role in the likelihood of a CYP 
experiencing challenges with school attendance. School non-attendance is often linked to family 
related factors, including economic disadvantage, lower parental education levels, family respect 
for education, low family connectedness to school, and low support for homework completion 
(CESE, 2022). Parents not in paid or stable employment, stressful home circumstances, at least 
one parent born overseas, poor parental mental and physical health, and fewer positive 
parent-child interactions are factors associated with higher rates of absence (CESE, 2022). 
Cultural factors are also linked to school attendance difficulties and contribute to the intersec-
tion of identities in CYP experiencing school-related emotional stress/distress. Childs and 
Lofton (2021) noted that the deficit approach is often used with students who also face racial 
discrimination. An example of this deficit approach is that cultural practices and obligations, 
such as those related to the death of a community member, are constructed as attendance 
barriers for Australian First Nations CYP (CESE, 2022).

Specifically, socio-economic status is a dominant lens that is deployed by education 
policy, where children in low socio-economic families and locations are viewed as at risk 
of poor school attendance (CESE, 2022). This is supported by Childs and Lofton (2021) 
who highlighted that students living with poverty had lower attendance rates and a deficit 
approach was often taken in response to attendance difficulties. Hayes and Skattebol (2015) 
explored school exclusion for young people in low socio-economic families, noting that 
many of their young participants were also not White. They argued that families and com-
munities, and the students themselves, do want the young people to go to school and achieve 
educational qualifications, because they understand that this may interrupt intergenera-
tional disadvantage. However, schools are such “shitty” (p. 522) places that this is often not 
possible. This supports the assertion that schools can be hostile environments that contrib-
ute to the stress/distress of CYP and school related emotional distress.

The relationship between the family, school and social disadvantage is bi-directional. 
Reports from families indicate that the longer the child is experiencing difficulty, the more 
the socio-economic status of the family is eroded (Rogers & Westphal, 2022). Indeed, time 
caring for a child with school stress/distress, and seeking out alternative educational pos-
sibilities can mean a loss of income, community and housing. Adams (2022) found a sig-
nificant covariance between school refusal in autistic children and parental non-employment, 
identifying parental non-employment as a risk factor for school refusal, despite acknowl-
edging the possibility that parenting an autistic child through the experience of school can’t 
may in fact lead to loss of employment. The more parents are under stress the harder it is 
for them to look after the child compassionately and persevere in seeking possibilities to 
heal stress/distress and find supportive and accessible education (Bahali et al. 2011).

Utilising Enderle et al. (2024) categories of barriers to school attendance, including emo-
tional distress, lack of social belonging, negative teacher-student dynamics and stressors in 
the home environment allows for a deeper consideration of the diverse and intersecting iden-
tities and experiences of students who are most impacted by school related emotional distress.

A conceptual lens for school related emotional stress/distress

We propose a school-related emotional stress/distress conceptual lens that combines a 
dynamic socio-ecological framework with trauma informed pedagogy to describe the cycle 
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of school related emotional stress/distress that results in school can’t. We argue that the 
emotional stress/distress can be understood as a trauma response that contributes to a 
diminished capacity to attend school (Brunzell, Stokes, and Waters 2016) that means stu-
dents cannot, rather than will not, attend school). Drawing on a revised and dynamic 
socio-ecological model adapted by Clark, White Hughto, and Pachankis (2017) and White 
Hughto et al. (2018) we visually highlight the interlocking and dynamic forces informing 
school can’t. This model, also used elsewhere in educational and youth settings (Day and 
Brömdal 2024; Watson et al. 2024) explores the complex interplay of structural, interper-
sonal, and individual barriers influencing and affecting vulnerable students’ experiences to 
meaningfully engage with education in school settings (see Figure 1).

At the structural level, unsupportive systemic cultures, including learning and teaching 
material, curriculum and educational policies are inhibiting CYP facing school can’t from 
experiencing positive educational outcomes (Mokhtarian 2024; Rogers and Westphal 2022). 
Furthermore, due to lack of explicit and consistent school attendance and trauma-informed 
policies, affirming procedures and practices, education is not accessible for CYP experi-
encing school can’t, resulting in their poor educational outcomes (Rogers and Westphal 
2022; Ulaş and Seçer 2024). These approaches would support schools to reduce stressors 
that make attending school feel threatening, unsafe and impossible (Heimans et al. 2024). 
This consequently requires systemic change and a shift in societal thinking to help remove 
a culture passing judgment, blame and shame on to students and families experiencing 
school can’t, and instead seek to understand and attend to the root cause of their distress 
leading to school can’t (Heimans et al. 2024).

Figure 1. C onceptual framework of structural, interpersonal and individual barriers informing school 
can’t and stress/distress relationships.
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Our conceptual lens of school related emotional stress/distress and school can’t recognises 
that at the interpersonal level, the educational experiences and educational outcomes of 
CYP experiencing school can’t are shaped by the attitudes and behaviours of peers and 
school staff that contribute to the school culture and environment being emotionally and 
physically unsafe (Haque, Kabir, and Khanam 2024; Rogers and Westphal 2022). Distressing 
learning environments that make attending school feel threatening, and unsafe, limit the 
capacity of the CYP, including bullying, physical abuse, micro and macro aggressions, emo-
tional neglect, peer exclusion, academic pressure, physical buildings and school environ-
ments. These can individually and collectively have a traumatising effect on the health and 
wellbeing of CYP experiencing school can’t (Heyne et al. 2019).

From a health and wellbeing perspective, this non-affirming, stigmatised, hostile and 
non-supportive learning environment has numerous negative, harmful and violent conse-
quences, illustrated by a nervous system stress response influenced by these various stressors 
(Connolly, Constable, and Mullally 2023; Rogers and Westphal 2022). However, through 
safe and supportive interactions between educational systems, staff, and peers, including 
positive school staff interventions when CYP are verbally, emotionally and physically abused 
or harassed by peers, there can be a shift in how the interpersonal barriers may inform 
school can’t. Similarly, by providing opportunities and support for people in educational 
settings to critically think about how particular hostile, unsafe and unsupportive behaviours 
and environments, including not catering for diverse learning needs, may collectively con-
tribute to anxiety, other anxiety-related symptoms, and ultimately school can’t, there is a 
change in the narrative (Leduc et al. 2024).

The individual level then, concerns the personal characteristics of CYP, their peers, 
educational staff, including school psychologists, social workers, counsellors, and guidance 
staff. For example, the lack of trauma-informed knowledge and understanding from edu-
cational staff and peers about the neurological responses to stress and need for safety can 
quickly translate into school can’t (Rogers and Westphal 2022). The individual lens also 
encompasses the CYP experiencing school can’t, the intersectional forms of oppression 
associated with their identity and how this contributes to their stress response, and the 
consequential educational outcomes of the CYP affected by school can’t and their family.

The conceptual lens also acknowledges the individual factors that influence the phe-
nomenon and recognises school can’t as a neurological and trauma response (Devenney & 
O’Toole, 2021) as shown in Figure 2. In many instances, CYP may feel that school can’t is 
a survival mechanism (Miller 2016) or a way to respond to burnout (Connolly, Constable, 
and Mullally 2023). As such, students experiencing school can’t may feel it is safer to hide 
and dissociate themselves from others and their schooling. This is a strategy to protect 
themselves from further exposure to the root cause of their distress and school cant’s such 
as, bullying, discrimination, physical violence, academic pressure, and unmet needs 
(Connolly, Constable, and Mullally 2023; Leduc et al. 2024; Miller 2016).

Trauma informed pedagogy offers a critical lens through which to conceptually under-
stand the school can’t phenomenon, emphasising the interplay of safety, neurobiological 
responses, and adaptive behaviours in school environments. Trauma, as described by Nadal, 
Erazo, and King (2019), takes many forms, from dramatic instances like physical abuse to 
subtler yet persistent experiences such as microaggressions and emotional neglect. As a 
result, these daily stressors in the school environment, such as those discussed above, create 
distress and can accumulate over time, to the point where students who feel unsafe are less 
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able to regulate their emotions and are more likely to exaggerate threats (Hughes et al. 2010). 
This sense of unease, compounded by chronic exposure to stressors, result in a lack of 
capacity to attend school. This manifests as school can’t, where attendance and participation 
become insurmountable challenges for students.

When an individual CYP finds themselves having to attend a school environment that 
they perceive as overwhelmingly stressful (socially, academically, emotionally, physically), 
it can lead to a heightened sensitivity in the brain to these perceived threats (van der Kolk 
2014). This sensitivity, reflected in the amygdala’s hyperactivity, drives a state of hypervig-
ilance where students are constantly on alert. The ‘fight, flight, or freeze’ response, mediated 
by stress hormones such as cortisol and adrenaline, becomes a dominant mode of func-
tioning (Sheridan and McLaughlin 2020). Whilst this response is adaptive in the short term, 
its chronic activation in environments perceived as unsafe hinders emotional regulation 
and cognitive functioning. Miller (2016) underscores the emotional labour associated with 
navigating micro and macroaggressions, which amplifies this hypervigilance and leaves 
students emotionally and physically exhausted. For students, these stress responses often 
manifest in physical symptoms, such as headaches or nausea, as documented by Knage 
(2023). Havik and Ingul (2021) described school refusal as a last resort coping strategy, 

Figure 2. C onceptualising school can’t as a distress response to stressful school environments.
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rooted in students’ perceptions of school as threatening or overwhelming. This aligns with 
Elliott and Place (2019) findings that interpersonal dynamics, such as bullying, can evoke 
post-traumatic stress responses, further reinforcing school related emotional stress/distress 
behaviours. In this context, school can’t is not a matter of defiance or lack of will but an 
adaptive response to environments that fail to meet students’ needs for safety and create a 
sense of distress. The concept of safety is pivotal in understanding and addressing the stress/
distress cycle of school can’t.

Lyon and Cotler (2007) highlight the importance of creating predictable and supportive 
environments to reduce the brain’s stress response. Trauma-informed approaches, which 
emphasise safety and emotional validation and that can be implemented by individual 
educators, as well as systemically, help students shift out of survival mode, enabling the 
re-engagement of the prefrontal cortex and improving cognitive and emotional functioning 
(Lyon and Cotler 2007). As a pedagogical framework, trauma informed practice also encour-
ages educators to view behaviours not as problematic but as reflective of students’ adaptive 
responses to stressors and trauma. For example, Heyne et al. (2019) advocate for strategies 
that address the root causes of school related emotional stress/distress, such as 
anxiety-provoking social interactions or unpredictable routines, to create environments 
where students feel secure. Downey (2007) further supported the notion that trauma-informed 
practices can foster resilience by addressing the neurobiological underpinnings of chronic 
stress and promoting emotional regulation. By understanding the complex interplay of 
trauma, safety, and neurobiology, educators and policymakers can design holistic interven-
tions that focus not only on attendance but also on the broader wellbeing of students. These 
approaches ensure that students feel valued, understood, and supported, ultimately enabling 
them to the challenges of school can’t and thrive in educational settings.

Through a whole-school approach, developed and led by CYP and their families expe-
riencing school can’t, as well as advocates and allies (Leslie, Brown, and Larsen 2025;; Rogers 
and Westphal 2022; Webster, Cumming, and Rowland 2016), it is recommended to include 
and mandate trauma-informed and inclusive anti-bullying policies and guidelines. Including 
education on root causes informing school-related emotional distress in school curriculums 
and teacher education programs are equally paramount. Attending to the complex interplay 
of structural, interpersonal, and individual barriers influencing and affecting vulnerable 
students’ experiences to meaningfully engage with education in school settings, collectively 
they have the potential to address the growing challenge of school-related distress informing 
school can’t (Rogers and Westphal 2022).

Implications for research

Reconceptualising school refusal as school can’t, viewing the phenomenon through a 
dynamic socio-ecological model (Day and Brömdal 2024) and understanding the role of 
structural, interpersonal, and individual factors, broadens the possibilities for research in 
this space through greater recognition of the role the environment plays as a stress/distress 
or for CYP who are made invisible and vulnerable by the school setting (Havik and Ingul 
2021; Miller 2016). This shift invites researchers to consider the interplay of structural, 
interpersonal, and individual factors as contributors to heightened stress and as leading to 
a trauma response. Research that continues to pathologise the CYP, or present school can’t 
as child centric, rather than recognising the relationship between the structural, 
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interpersonal and individual barriers informing school non-attendance will fail to capture 
the complexity of the phenomenon or point to effective solutions. Additionally, in line with 
the recommendations of the Senate Inquiry, there is a need for researchers to co-construct 
research with those with living experiences to better understand the subjective reality of 
school can’t (Knage 2023). The emphasis on the subjectification of research will help 
researchers to amplify the voices of those with living experiences.

Implications for practice

In embracing a dynamic socio-ecological model of school can’t, consideration can be given 
to how well-equipped schools are to provide safe and nurturing learning environments 
through the interpersonal interactions and structural elements. A deeper understanding 
of forces that make CYP vulnerable (Carel and Kidd 2025;; Miller 2016), especially those 
who have intersecting identities and experiences, can allow schools to support CYP and 
families from an empathetic perspective. Providing school environments that foster a sense 
of safety, thus reducing the likelihood of a stress or trauma response (Brunzell, Stokes, and 
Waters 2016) will facilitate students from diverse backgrounds to participate in schools 
meaningfully, whether this is in mainstream or alternative education settings (Reimer and 
Longmuir 2021). This will be a crucial step towards reducing the emotional stress/distress 
felt by an increasing number of students, and in also improving school attendance data. In 
addition, increased representation of intersecting identities and experiences within school-
ing staff, resources and policies would help to foster a sense of safety and belonging for 
students of diverse backgrounds and reduce the identity erasure that these CYP can feel 
(Miller 2016). Positive recognition of intersecting identities and experiences would addi-
tionally serve to validate, humanise, affirm and normalise diverse ways of being and thus 
reduce contributors to stress and trauma (Papa and Parmenter 2025). In turn, schools that 
promote safe spaces would create settings where CYP belong and can attend in line with 
human rights obligations concerning their right to an education (UN, 1948; United Nations 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 1989).

Implication for policy

Adopting a new conceptual lens through which to view school can’t, opens possibilities for 
policy to reflect this more nuanced understanding of the relationship between the structural, 
interpersonal and individual elements that contribute to the stress/distress response trig-
gered in CYP made vulnerable by the school setting. The focus becomes less about inter-
ventions for CYP experiencing school can’t (Melvin et al. 2025) and more about considering 
ways to facilitate school can through proactive planning that could prevent the reduced 
capacity in CYP that leads to school can’t. Government and school-based policy needs to 
shift from psychosocial supports and interventions for those experiencing school can’t and 
emphasise prevention of the stress/distress response by addressing the structural, interper-
sonal and individual barriers that exist in alignment with their human rights obligations 
concerning the right to access an education (UN, 1948; United Nations Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, 1989). Though there are considerable Australian and 
international student wellbeing frameworks already enacted across educational jurisdictions 
globally, there is a need to revise how these frameworks are pragmatically enacted. 
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Consideration can also be given to the considerable teacher workload and burnout concerns 
(Oberg, Macmahon, and Carroll 2025), as addressing the support and wellbeing needs of 
teachers and school administrators will enhance their capacity to address the factors which 
increase a CYP’s stress response within the school setting, culminating in school can’t.

Conclusion

This paper reconceptualises school refusal to school can’t by drawing on a dynamic 
socio-ecological understanding, emphasising the critical relationship between intersecting 
identities and experiences, stress and trauma responses, and vulnerability within structural, 
interpersonal, and individual educational contexts. For a growing number of CYP, the 
inability to attend school is not a matter of choice. Rather, it has become an adaptive 
response to school environments that have failed to foster a sense of safety and belonging, 
or to cater for their diverse needs. Intersectional forms of oppression associated with mar-
ginalised identities and experiences, such as neurodivergence, LGBTQI+ status, 
socio-economic status, and race often compound the challenges faced by CYP resulting in 
exclusion, systemic marginalisation and trauma. Day-to-day school experiences become 
cumulative stressors that work against a student’s need for social, emotional, sensory and 
physical safety.

Greater recognition of school can’t as a survival mechanism will broaden the under-
standing of school attendance issues and discourses, and place emphasis on the systemic 
and environmental factors that contribute to the emotional distress associated with school 
attendance issues. Adopting trauma-informed practices and promoting greater represen-
tation and sensitivity to intersectionality and students with marginalised and intersecting 
identities and experiences in school policies, educators can reduce the vulnerabilisation of 
these students and foster environments where all students feel a sense of belonging. The 
move from reactive psychosocial interventions that place the onus of change on the CYP, 
to preventive measures need to rely upon informed collaboration with those who have living 
experience. This will allow both researchers, community stakeholders, and educational 
settings to affirm and empower diverse student populations. This reconceptualisation invites 
researchers, educators and policy makers to undertake a comprehensive rethinking of edu-
cational priorities, aiming not merely for attendance but for the holistic wellbeing, mean-
ingful engagement, and success of every student.
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