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• Co-regulation between parents/carers and children/young people. 

• Individualised supports and accommodations. 

• Learning can happen in many places and many ways. 

• Belonging and connection. 

• Inclusive and neurodivergent affirming practice.  

• Collaborative approaches to identifying problems and solutions.  

• Shared power and the amplification of the child’s voice.  

• “Kids do well if they can” (Greene 1998) 
  

2.4 Our Vision: 

The end goal for our group is to ensure that school attendance difficulties become a thing of the 
past, and that families no longer find themselves needing the support of School Can’t (SPSR) 
Australia.  To achieve this there is a need, both for action that meets the needs of those currently 
impacted by school can’t as well as for action that prevents or reduces the rate at which school can’t 
occurs.  The recommendations we suggest in this document describe the actions we consider 
necessary at a government and institutional level to achieve this. 
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When school refusal is viewed as a behaviour problem, 
then students are perceived as refusing to go to school.  
The student is viewed as wilful or defiant and adults are 
more inclined to respond with rewards and 
consequences.  Clinicians and education professionals 
are more likely to view the problem as residing with in 
the child or the family.  In responding they are more 
likely to make demands of the family or the student, 
that either focus on remedying a fault within the child 
or family or focus on gaining compliance with the 
expectation of attendance. These lead the parents/ 
carers and student to feel judged, ashamed, and 
experience increasing distress. This conceptualisation 
of the problem does not lead to exploration or 
identification of the issues underlying school can’t. 

The risks associated with this conceptualisation include:  

• Increased feelings of stress leading to feelings of 
helplessness for the student and/or parents/carers, 

• Continued and deepened student disengagement,  

• Damage to the parent child attachment, 

• Damage to the student – school relationship, 

• Student distrust of adults and withdrawal from 
engaging with them to identify what is impacting 
the student. 

• Worsened mental health of the student, 

•  Failure to identify how to assist and support the student, 

•  Parents / carers left with no choice but to exit mainstream schooling to protect the child’s 
mental health and wellbeing. 

Reframing school refusal as “school can’t” helps adults instead, to conceptualise school refusal as a 
response to stress.  It leads them to be curious and to look for underlying reasons why a student 
might be having difficulties attending school. Adults are more likely to identify and remove barriers 
and to install accommodations and supports that meet the student at their point of need, reducing 
student stress in the process.  Teachers and clinicians are more likely to work collaboratively with 
students and their parents/carers to assist them.  Students and their carers feel understood, 
supported and safe in their interactions with teachers and clinicians who approach school can’t in 
this way.  Parents who join School Can’t (SPSR) Australia report that the change in the way the 
problem is conceptualised empowers them: to connect with their child, to seek assessments that 
assist them to understand the difficulties and to find solutions and supports enabling their children 
to recover and thrive (see Section 7.2.3). 

 It is, fundamental when considering school can’t that shared understandings are developed across 
the community, in clinical, school, parent, and research contexts in order to effectively address the 
issues that lead to school can’t.  Failing to do so puts our young people at risk. 
  

 Figure 2: “Reframe the Behaviour” Visual by Kristin 
Weins. Used with permission.  Source: 

https://northstarpaths.com/ 
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It is important to remember that one person may be traumatised by the event, while the another is 
not.  Van der Kolk, B. A (2014) reminds us of the subjective nature of a trauma response. Two people 
may be subject to the same experience, but it is mediated by each person’s own nervous system.    

The hidden nature of some student’s disabilities means that the disability is not necessarily known.  
School Can’t (SPSR) Australia values inclusive teaching practises such as Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) and differentiated teaching (Cologon & Lassig 2020:179-207) as a means to safeguard 
students with disability.  Differentiated teaching practices are required under AITSL Professional 
Standards for Teachers 1.5 and 1.6. (AITSL 2018).  An inclusive education is a human right as outlined 
in Article 24 of the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of Persons with Disability (United 
Nations: 2006), to which Australia is a signatory. 

Inclusive education practices seek to reduce barriers to access and participation and subsequently 
reduce the stressors that the student is experiencing.  Creating an inclusive educational environment 
is crucial to the wellbeing and education of students with disability. Educational environments which 
rate higher on measures of inclusivity show higher attendance rates and fewer issues with discipline 
(Anderson, K. P., 2021). 
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2. Data from SC Survey-22 that indicates demographic characteristics of students with school 
refusal. 

3. Information about the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) and associate health impacts of 
school related trauma. 

This information will assist the Senate Committee to identify what is happening and who is being 
impacted. 

 

7.1.1 Student Experiences: 

Parents and carers share in our parent peer support group about their children’s experiences of 
school can’t.  We have observed from the sharing in our group that those experiencing school can’t 
may: 

1. Feel frustrated with themselves that they are unable to successfully meet expectations to 
attend school, 

2. Either be able to tell us what the issues are, or they may be unable to communicate about 
what they are struggling with. Their ability to understand and communicate about the 
problem can be impacted by their limited life experience, and/or the state of their nervous 
system or any communication disabilities they may have.  These factors can make it hard for 
them to make sense of what is happening. 

3. Feel distressed, or even lose hope that the issues that led to them being unable to attend 
school will be identified or addressed.   

4. Feel frustrated and angry that no-one seems to understand how to support them. 
5. Feel angry that their concerns are invalidated or dismissed. 
6. Feel frustrated with their school that understanding, accommodations or supports they 

needed were not available or that the school lacked the capacity to flexibly meet their 
needs. 

7. Feel judged, ashamed and confused from messaging that blames them for school can’t: “try 
harder”, be “more resilient”, or “you just need to change your thinking” being common 
messages.  This may lead to internalised shame and self-blame 

8. Experience adults (including: parents/carers/teachers/clinicians) who are unable to show 
compassion, or curiosity, or to see things from the student’s perspective and who may be 
focussed on behaviour management. 

9. Feel that adults are against them or that there is no hope or way to resolve their situation 
and lose the ability to trust adults to assist them and may withdraw from contact with them. 

10. Experience adults (including: parents/carers/teachers/clinicians) who are anxious about 
them and focussed on “worst case scenarios” such as this child will: never get an education, 
never live independently, never grow up, never be able to get a job, never be able to go to 
university, never amount to anything, or is headed for prison unless we get them back to 
school.  The anxieties of these adults lead the child to become increasingly stressed and 
anxious. 

11. Be aware of the adult community’s anxieties about completion of year 12 and doing well in 
year 12.  This anxiety exacerbates the student’s own anxiety about themselves. 

12. Experience stress and feel dysregulated for extended periods of time due to the lack of 
resolution or relief from the people, situations, or things that are causing them stress. 

13. Become socially isolated from peers.  This may be due to reduced proximity to peers, lack of 
flexible options for engagement at school, and exclusion by peers both intentional or 
unintentional in nature.  Even peers who are sympathetic to the student who would like to 
connect can after a while struggle to find shared experiences around which they can 
socialise.  
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at either a mainstream school or with a Distance Education provider indicated that their child had 
been absent for more than 80% of the school year in the past 12 months and 64.8% had been absent 
for more than 40% of school year.  The average amount of school missed for those surveyed was 
between 41 and 50% of the school year in the 12 months prior to December 2022. 

 

 
Figure 5.  SC Survey-22 Percentage of School missed in past 12 months by School Can’t children. 

 

The SC Survey 22 also asked about the severity of the school can’t child’s most recent or current 
episode of school can’t.  Parents/carers were asked to rate their child’s experience using a scale 
from 1-5 =where 1 was considered mild and 5 was considered severe.  421 Parents and carers 
provided a rating and of these 52.4% scored the most recent or current episode as severe.  Only 5% 
scored the experience as mild.  Results are displayed in Figure 6. It is unclear whether this 
experience can be generalised to the rest of our School Can’t community. 
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The measure of severity of the most recent episode of school can’t is subjective.  As such, responses 
may be influenced by a range of factors such as:  

1. How long the child has been experiencing school can’t.   
2. Signs of and degree of student distress. 
3. The degree of distress felt by the parent about the situation. 
4. Past parental experience of school can’t. 

More investigation is recommended to determine characteristics of students with more severe 
school can’t, compared with peers with milder school can’t experiences.  Little is known about the 
characteristics of the experiences of these students.   

The SC Survey 22 showed that the most common enrolment type for those with one schooling type 
was mainstream government (49%), followed by mainstream independent (13%) and mainstream 
catholic (11%).  In 2019 for those with one schooling type, the most common enrolment type was 
mainstream government (68%), followed by mainstream independent (16%) and mainstream 
catholic (12%).  The data shows a move away from enrolment within a mainstream government 
education for students with school can’t (68% enrolled in 2019 and 49% enrolled in 2022).  The most 
frequent change was from enrolment in a mainstream government school in 2019 to Distance 
Education enrolment in 2022 (1% enrolled in Distance Education in 2019 and 9% enrolled in Distance 
Education in 2022). 

Notably the survey showed that 73% of children had a confirmed diagnosis of a neurodevelopmental 
disability with parents/carers indicating they suspected or were seeking a diagnosis for an additional 
10% of children. The mean and median for the survey population was two confirmed diagnoses 
(with a range of 0-8 diagnoses). The vast majority of diagnoses were for ADHD and autism (including 
Aspergers and PDA). See data on disability status in (insert cross ref to table/graph).  The correlation 
between school can’t and diagnosis will be explored further in Section 0. 

Anxiety and Depression are the two most common mental health problems experienced by students 
with school can’t.  The experience of members of School Can’t (SPSR) Australia suggests that these 
are not factors that cause school refusal but rather that they occur as a response to the lack of 
resolution and chronic nature of stress factors that contribute to school refusal.  Of the 193 children 

Figure 6.  School Can't severity as rated by parents. 
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with confirmed depression diagnoses, more than three quarters (77%) of diagnoses occurred after 
the onset of school can’t.  Similarly, of the 190 children with a confirmed diagnosis of generalised 
anxiety disorder, 60% of diagnoses occurred after school can’t. There is also considerable overlap 
between these conditions, with 105 children (60%) diagnosed with both depression and generalised 
anxiety disorder after school can’t, in contrast to 35 children (20%) diagnosed with either condition 
after school can’t began, and 36 children (20%) diagnosed with both conditions before school can’t. 

 

7.1.3 The Autonomic Nervous System and School Can’t: 

Viewing school refusal through the Polyvagal framework of understanding (Porges 2011) assists us to 
understand what is happening for the child.  Seen through this lens school can’t is a symptom of 
chronic unresolved stress.  Usually when faced with a stressor our bodies automatically (without 
thinking) respond in order to attempt to resolve the situation and help us quickly return to a relaxed 
and regulated state often referred to as a state of homeostasis.  This automatic response usually 
results in either a fight or flight response.  If the threat is so significant or if a fight/flight response 
has been unsuccessful in the past then a shutdown or freeze response in more likely.  A freeze 
response sometimes occurs also after a fight or flight response in order help transition back to a 
relaxed state.  When children/young people experience something particularly threatening or 
stressful or they are exposed to repeated stress or stress that remains unresolved over a period of 
time, this impacts their ability to return to a relaxed state.  Normally a stressor is resolved by some 
action and we are able to quickly return to a resting state.  However, when students are exposed to 
ongoing stress, then a trauma response occurs. This relationship between the ANS and trauma is 
discussed by Levine (2015:43-46).  A trauma response leads the baseline resting state to shift from 
one of low arousal to one of high arousal.  The student’s nervous system stays alert instead of 
returning to a low arousal resting state.  This becomes their new normal resting state.  They seem to 
escalate more quickly when faced with a threat and are often diagnosed at this point with anxiety or 
PTSD.  When this goes on for too long then the Autonomic Nervous System becomes ineffective at 
regulating and Autonomic Nervous System Dysregulation (ANSD) occurs.  There is considerable 
research that links stress to a range of physical health impacts which require ongoing medical care.  
(Please refer to Section: 19.1 for a more detailed explanation of the Autonomic Nervous System and 
ANSD) 

Use of rewards and consequences, continued expectations of attendance at school or increased 
demands on the student can add more to the student’s stress load, further preventing the student 
from being able to return to a “safe” state.  Over time this impacts the student’s mental health and 
puts the student’s physical health at risk as well.  School Can’t (SPSR) Australia’s position is that it is 
crucial to the wellbeing of the student that we identify and reduce stressors and support the 
student’s nervous system to reset back to its default “safe” state as soon as possible.  Early 
identification of and resolution of stressors is crucial to ensuring recovery and to mitigating 
protracted mental ill health and prolonged experience of school can’t.  In the absence of being able 
to work with a school to identify and reduce the stress the child is experiencing at school, parents 
are left with no option but to remove the child from the source of stress.  This is both a sensible and 
often a necessary protective response.  Options include removing the student in order to: Register to 
home educate, enrol in distance education, attend an alternative school (such as Community 
schools, specialist therapeutic education environments, private special education schools), or to 
obtain a medical exemption from school. 

 

Parents/carers are frequently limited in the choices available to them when they choose to leave a 
school:   

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



Parent perspectives on school can’t: Implications for 
Health, Welfare, Disability and Education 

 School Can’t (SP/SR) Australia 
Parent Peer Support Group  

 

Submitted:  9-Feb-2023  36 

 

• Home schooling, for instance is an option only readily available to those with access to 
sufficient financial and personal resources. 

• Proximity to alternative schools may limit choices. 

• Access to supportive and understanding medical practitioners who can support an 
application for medical exemption. 

The absence of viable alternative options means some students remain in situations where their 
health continues to be impacted and they do not experience a reduction in their exposure to stress 
for long enough to reset the nervous system. 

 

Recommendation 6: That DOE policies are reviewed to support students and parents/carers to take 
time off work or time out of school, while parents/carers work with the student, school and 
clinicians to identify underlying issues and address the mental health concerns of the student, in 
order to facilitate recovery via an individualised plan.  This should be communicated to families so 
that they understand that this is possible.  This will reduce parent/carer and student stress. 

 

Recommendation 7: That state and territory DOEs provide positive messaging about forms of 
schooling other than formal schooling and ensure messaging that normalises that there are many 
different ways to engage with learning.  Such that families and students are aware that there are a 
range of options available to them should they require them. 

 

Recommendation 8: That state and territory DOEs provide positive and more frequent messaging 
about the variety of pathways that exist to higher education outside of mainstream school.  So that 
schools, parents/carers and students are aware that there are many options and successful 
completion of year 11 and 12 are not the only ways to access tertiary studies. This will help reduce 
stress in the final years of school if young people experience school can’t at this time. 

 

Recommendation 9: That State and territory DOEs fund an on demand free health and wellbeing 
check, with parents prompted about the service in year 1, year 4, year 7, and year 10, to identify any 
previously unidentified diagnoses, mental health issues and support needs.  This service should 
provide referral to funded assessments and supports. This will reduce barriers to accessing costly 
diagnoses leading to more timely identification of childhood illness and developmental conditions 
and ensure parent/carers support in their effort to seek help for their child. 
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number of hours worked in November 2022 (the closest month for which we could obtain data).  
The data shows that females who were parents or carers of children with school can’t reported 
working less hours than their same aged peers in the Australian population. See Figure 7. 

 

 
Figure 7.  Weekly hours worked. Comparison of SC Survey-22 respondents and same aged peers in Australian 
population. 

 

SC Survey-22 also asked about how many hours respondents would prefer to work if school 
attendance difficulties were not an issue.  Figure 8 below shows the number of hours currently 
worked (on the horizontal axis), plotted against the preferred number of hours (on the vertical axis). 
The straight line represents equality, when the actual and preferred number of hours are equal. The 
majority of respondents would prefer to work more hours as represented by the red circles above 
the line, although some are happy with their current hours (green triangles on the line). A minority 
would prefer to work less (blue squares), most only a few hours less but some substantially less 
(including a preference for not working at all from one respondent currently working 50 hours per 
week).  Notably, most respondents currently working 40 or more hours per week would prefer to 
work less. 
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Figure 8.  Actual hours worked per week compared with preferred hours of work as indicated by employed SC Survey-22 
parent/carer respondents. 

 

Reasons parents struggle to work centre around the need to care for the school can’t child.  There 
are many challenges parents experience that impact on their ability to work: 

• They may find it hard to get to work on time. 

• They may need to leave work to pick up a distressed child during the day. 

• Their child may be attending reduced hours leaving few hours child free to attend work. 

• Their child may be old enough to stay home without adult supervision but be too mentally 
unwell to be left unattended. 

• Their child may need to stay home for an extended period as part of a recovery plan 

• They may find that their child needs to be home schooled or to attend distance education and 
therefore they need the full-time supervision of a parent. 

• Time required to attend appointments in relation to your child and meetings at school can 
impact on available time to work or use up carers leave quickly. 

The ability of a parent or carer with a school can’t child, or children, to engage in and maintain 
employment is also impacted by the availability of work that is flexible in relation to:  

• Start times: work that has a fixed start time can be challenging since school drop offs may be 
difficult in the mornings and may not go to plan.  School Can’t is often unpredictable in nature 
making planning difficult. 

• Location of the place of employment (home based employment can be easier),  

• The nature of the employment (eg. employment can become untenable if clients are depending 
on you to be at appointments on time but you can’t reliably get to those appointments due to 
the distress your child feels in relation to attending school), 

Other employment related challenges include: 

• Access to carers leave.  The frequency and duration of episodes of school can’t varies. Severity 
ranges from being late to school, missing 1-2 days per week, to missing a week here and there 
through to missing upwards of 12 months of school.  The National Employment Standards 
(Australian Government: Fair Work Ombudsman n.d.) provide for full-time and permanent 
employees to get a minimum of ten days of sick and carer’s leave each year.  Part-time 

 
    

       
       
 

      
       
          
    

 
              

  

 
 

    
       

     

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



       

     
    
    

                 
           

                 
                   
                  

  

      

                  
  

              
              
                  
             

              
 

                
        

           
   

           
        

      

              
      

                
 

                   
             
              
               
      

            

      

       

            

           

    

    

  

  

  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



Parent perspectives on school can’t: Implications for 
Health, Welfare, Disability and Education 

 School Can’t (SP/SR) Australia 
Parent Peer Support Group  

 

Submitted:  9-Feb-2023  42 

 

Recommendation 10: That federal parliament review the financial supports delivered by Services 
Australia for parents who are caring for school can’t children, in consideration of the substantial 
impact on the finances of parents and carers. That consideration be given as to provision of a 12 
month “school refusal package” in addition to carers payment and carers allowance, and/or access 
to Assistance for Isolated Children, where children are recovering at home from school can’t.  This 
will assist parents who are unable to maintain employment to manage the cost of living on reduced 
income, whilst paying for allied health and other supports including: psychology, social work, 
psychiatry, paediatricians, private tutors, support workers etc as required. 

 

7.2.3 Finding Help and building skills and knowledge: 

When parents find themselves in a novel situation, they often find themselves needing new skills 
and knowledge.  They refer first to prior knowledge, skills and understandings in order to try to 
understand, and help their school can’t children. Parents often resort to the application of rewards 
and consequences to begin with, to gain compliance with attendance expectations.  This approach 
may work if a child has very mild or recent onset of school can’t, however if the difficulties the child 
is having in relation to school are significant for that child, then this approach will not result in 
enduring change. Parents may ignore early stages of school can’t, until the child is experiencing 
significant distress.  Once they determine that they have exhausted all known methods of getting 
their child back to school, parents and carers begin the search for more information to try to assist 
their children.  The difficulties parents and carers experience in relation to finding help, and building 
skills and knowledge are substantial and varied.   

Anecdotally, parents new to School Can’t (SPSR) Australia, report that they have difficulty: 

• Making sense of what is happening for their child.   

• Understanding why their child is resisting going to school. 

• Identifying suitable supports at the school and in the community. 

• Finding resources and information. 

• Being an advocate at school. 

• Knowing what help to ask for and who to ask. 

• Knowing their legal rights and responsibilities.  

• Knowing how to repair their relationship with their child. 

• Knowing how to connect and collaborate with their child. 

• Navigating and applying for government supports. 

• Understanding how to apply new frameworks of understanding to their lives (e.g. learning how 
to use Collaborative Proactive Solutions or Shanker Self-Reg). 

• Finding alternative education pathways. 

• Processing feelings of shame and blame. 

In question 61 of SC Survey-22 we asked our survey respondents to indicate how much they felt 
School Can’t (SPSR) Australia has helped them with a range of skills and knowledge.  91.9% of 
parents/carers indicated that the group had assisted them to focus on their child’s mental health 
and wellbeing.  Commonly parents are told by schools and clinicians that the focus should be on 
getting their child to comply with the expectation that they attend school.  A shift to focussing on 
wellbeing marks a significant change in approach.  91.6% of parent/carers indicated the group had 
helped them with understanding that their child was doing the best they could, and 88.4% indicated 
that the group had helped them “see school refusal differently”. Both these items testify to a 
conceptual change that takes place when parents join our group.  School Can’t (SPSR) Australia’s 
unique environment provides a place for parents new to school refusal difficulties to learn and 
benefit from the experiences of those who have travelled the road before them. 
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7.2.7 Planning and managing unpredictable demands: 

Typical parents/carers can usually predict how their day will go and expect that routines will be 
followed, but this is not the case for parents/carers of a school can’t child. Parents/carers with 
school can’t children are exposed to larger amounts of unpredictability. Consequently, they work 
harder, from day to day, expending more mental energy having to consciously plan and arrange 
logistics only to have to rejig those plans later if their child is unable to attend school. 49% of SC 
Survey-22 respondents indicated that unpredictability of school attendance impacted their ability to 
access and engage in self-care, we know it also impacts their ability to plan and manage day to day 
life. 

Anecdotally we know that at the beginning of the year parents/carers face the following unknowns: 

1. Will their child go to school or not when school resumes? 
2. What will their child’s capacity be like for full time, part time, distance, or face to face 

schooling? 
3. What supports will be in place at school?   
4. Will the support personnel this year be the same or different? 
5. Will the support personnel at school listen and collaborate or will they make demands and 

be directive? 
6.  Will it be easy or hard to form a working relationship with the new team? 
7. What will the child’s mental health be like once school is underway and pressure of school 

returns? 
8. Will the parent/carer be able to work? 
9. Will the parent/carer be able to get some of their personal needs met? 
10. How much energy will they need to get through the year? 

 

It can be difficult to know whether a child will be able to go to school as planned. 

On a day-to-day basis parents/carers often describe experiencing hypervigilance in relation to the 
state of their child’s nervous system. Parents/carers describe a state of constantly waiting to see 
whether: 

1. They will be able to get to work or to an appointment on time. 
2. They will be able to get a sibling to school on time. 
3. Their child will be able to get ready to leave the house independently or whether they will 

need assistance or prompting to: eat, brush teeth, dress, pack a bag or even to get out of 
bed. 

4. They will be able to accomplish a household task or not while their child gets ready for 
school. 

The parents/carers surveyed describe a state of being constantly on edge, waiting to see what will 
happen. They are aware that if they become agitated themselves it will add to their child’s 
dysregulation. They juggle expectations about their day, the expectations of others and the 
expectations of the school. They may wait patiently in a car for an hour to see if a child will be able 
walk through the school gate. They may sit outside a classroom to see if their child will settle and to 
provide reassurance. They co-regulate and calm their child knowing that doing so can’t happen to a 
schedule and can’t be forced. 
 
Whether they finally get their child to school (or not) and return home, they collapse from the 
exhaustion of the effort it took, pulling into the driveway they sit on their phones scrolling unable to 
summon the energy to move on and adjust the rest of their day.   
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7.2.9 Regulating Parent/carer worries about their school can’t children: 

Parents/carers frequently report feeling anxious about their children. They are exposed to messages 
about the importance of attendance regularly in school newsletters and other communications from 
school. Parents/carers feel anxious about things happening now and things that may happen in the 
future including: 

1. their child’s mental, and physical well-being,  
2. loss of academic progress and keeping up with peers academically, 
3. impacts on the child’s social relationships and connections, 
4. the impact on their child’s future education opportunities, 
5. whether their child will ever be able to return to school/learning,  
6. whether their child will be able to one day get a job. 

 

They are impacted by a range of narratives in the community which fuel anxiety such as:  

1. School to prison pipeline – they will be headed for a life of crime.  
2. Home schooled students don’t develop social skills.  
3. Every Day Counts: students who miss school won’t have a future. 
4. Non-compliant children are: lazy, manipulative, and no good. 
5. They will never be able to care for themselves or be independent. 
6. A high ATAR means you are a success, and your parents did their job successfully. 

It is important that parents/carers are encouraged to maintain calm and optimism about their 
school can’t children and are assisted to counter the negative narratives listed above.  Parent 
anxieties about school attendance can: 

1. Interfere with being able to work with the child collaboratively to identify the underlying 
issues.  

2. Increase the child/young person’s distress about themselves and their situation which can 
lead to depression.   

3. Lead parents/carers and schools to push attendance at the expense of well-being. 

Calm begets calm. Parents/carers who stay calm can connect and co-regulate with their child. Adults 
at school who communicate calm, help the student feel safe at school. At School Can’t (SPSR) 
Australia we frequently discuss “radical acceptance”. This is the act of accepting the child where 
they are at now rather than communicating disappointment or frustration at their current situation. 
Radical acceptance communicates safety, but is challenging for adults in the face of such negative 
and frequently unfounded narratives about engagement with school and learning.   

The study (Hancock et al 2013) underpinning the “Everyday Counts” narrative shows a correlation 
between attendance levels and NAPLAN results for those from disadvantaged backgrounds but it 
shows that “more advantaged children had relatively high achievement levels irrespective of their 
level of attendance at school. This pattern is particularly evident in the primary school years, and 
suggests that more advantaged children have alternative and effective resources that help them 
achieve learning objectives, both at school and in the home, during the early years of school.” 
(Hancock et al, 2013:vi) 

 

7.2.10 Impact on physical, mental health and perception of self as parent 

In summarising the impact on parents/carers of caring for school can’t children the most concerning 
figures are in relation to the impact on parent/carers physical and mental health and on their 
perception of themselves as a parent/carer. The implications for the long-term health outcomes of 
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8. The impacts and demands of the increasing case load on service 
providers and schools to support these students and their 
families. 

A child or young person who is struggling lies at the epicentre of school attendance difficulties. 
Comforting the child and addressing the underlying causes of their distress must be the top priority 
of families, schools, allied health and remediation programs. Patience and compassion is required. 
The process cannot be rushed. Engagement with education can only be built on a platform of ‘felt 
safety’, accessibility, and belonging. Parents and carers are looking to access services from education 
professionals, clinical services and other support services that are trauma aware and share their 
understanding of school can’t. Often, parents/carers are also looking for providers who are also 
neurodiversity and/or LBGTQI+ affirming. Many families surveyed reported difficulty finding suitable 
supports. Data from SC Survey-22 indicated that many families have found supports to be unhelpful. 
Section 8.1 outlines the services accessed by parents/carers who were surveyed and section 8.2 
describes the helpfulness of these services as reported by SC Survey-22 respondents. 

 

Recommendation 14: That the senate committee undertake an investigation to review the impact of 
the siloed structure of funding (education, health, disability) on the ability of families to access help, 
with a view to reducing barriers to accessing help and supporting families with the costs associated 
with seeking help and supporting their children to recover.   

 

Recommendation 15: That state and territory DOEs ensure that intervention from authorities, 
(when low attendance results in mandatory referral to an organisation outside the school, such as 
the HSLO in NSW) not escalate parent or student stress, but instead seek to identify underlying 
issues and work collaboratively with stakeholders to develop recovery plans rather than attendance 
plans. 

 

Recommendation 16: That State and territory DOEs ensure that student supports and funding are 
able to seamlessly move between different contexts. A social worker, psychologist, occupational 
therapist, support worker or tutor who works at home with a student, needs to also be able to work 
or support the student at school and vice versa, as students transition between these environments.   

 

Recommendation 17: That all state and territory DOEs establish and resource an external 
independent complaints service, for parents and carers of students with disability or mental health 
difficulties, to self-refer to. This service would assist families when parents/carers have been unable 
to work with their child’s education provider (State, Independent or Catholic) to obtain the support 
they feel is required to enable their child to access education with their education provider. That 
such a service provider mediation/advocacy service on behalf of families and report to state 
parliaments about the number and nature of complaints. 

 

Recommendation 18: That all state and territory DOEs provide a mechanism through which parents 
and carers can initiate a request for an immediate formal review of a student’s support needs if 
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• Funding for individual students with disability in school (this varies across Australia but examples 
include the Program for Students with Disability & Disability Inclusion Funding programs in 
Victoria, and Integration Funding Support in NSW) 

Key issues: 

• The siloed nature of funding creates impacts on the flexibility with which supports can be used 
and means some supports don’t exist.   

• School Can’t children need flexible supports that can be used across both home and school 
contexts.  

38% of SC Survey-22 respondents access NDIS for their school can’t child. This number equates to 
close to half of the survey sample who indicated their child had a disability. Having NDIS funds does 
not mean you can access the funds you need to assist you to get back to school or recover from 
school can’t. Barriers include not being able to access supports across multiple environments and 
not being able to access psychological supports to assist with being able to access the school 
environment. 

Parents and carers of children with NDIS plans are told by NDIA representatives that they can’t use 
their funds to provide a support worker to accompany their child to attend school or to employ 
tutors to build capacity for learning reengagement in a safe and supported way. Parents/carers are 
told these things should be funded by schools. Funding at schools is insufficient however, to cover 
these supports and these supports often need to cross over between home and school.   

Families report that they require supports that are flexible and able to be accessed in both the 
home, community and school environments. Sometimes support workers or tutors who are privately 
funded by parents/carers are prevented from attending the school site if a principal feels it is not a 
necessary support, they may also find that there is a lack of a suitable room or space at the school. 

NDIS does not cover supports for the mental health of those with a disability, even though their 
mental health has deteriorated as a result of their engagement in contexts (such as schools) that are 
not inclusive and understanding of their needs and even though anxiety is considered to be a 
common co-occuring condition in some disabilities.  

Meta analyses suggest that 39.6% of autistic young people under the age of 18 meet conditions for a 

co-occuring anxiety disorder under DSM-IV (van Steensel et al, 2011). Rates of co-occuring anxiety 
in people with ADHD are estimated to be at 25% (D'Agati et al 2019). Rates of anxiety disorders are 

estimated at only 6.5% for non-autistic young people under the age of 18 (Polanczyk et al, 2015).    

Access to psychology should be available on the NDIS to support autistic children with co-occurring 
anxiety, as these children require support from mental health professionals who understand Autism.  

Rates of access to Carers Payment and Carers Allowance among SC Survey-22 respondents was low 
with 14% of respondents accessing Carers Payment and 29% accessing Carers Allowance. Parents 
and carers who have a student with school can’t that does not have a disability or is awaiting an 
assessment for a disability, are currently unable to access support from Carers Payment/ Carers 
Allowance. They are also unable to access Carers Gateway for counselling support. They financially 
unsupported while waiting for assessments, having to pay privately for those assessments and at a 
time when they are unable to work.  

Access to the federally funded Assistance for Isolated Children (AIC) is restricted to those who live in 
an isolated area, have a disability or have special health needs. Parents/carers whose children are 
home schooled or attend Distance Education for medical reasons or whose child is unable to attend 
their nearest state school due to geographical distance are able to access AIC funding. Currently 
students who are too mentally unwell to attend school due to school can’t, and who stay home from 
school as part of a recovery plan are unable to access AIC funding.   
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8.3.3 Cost of accessing privately funded supports 

Cost of privately funded supports was identified as a barrier by 55% of respondents. We have 
reported earlier (see 7.2.2) about the impact on family finances of having a parent or carer unable to 
work. This directly impacts their ability to afford services. The cost of psychological assessments for 
ADHD, Autism, or Specific Learning Difficulties averages $1500 - $2,200 and are not covered by 
Medicare. 

A recent report evaluating the “Better Access Initiative” showed that “Affordability was consistently 
raised as an issue by consumers and providers who contributed to the various studies in the evaluation. 
In 2021, 65% of Better Access treatment services attracted a co-payment compared with 53% in 2018. 
The median co-payment for these services was relatively stable at around $74 per session between 2018 
and 2021 but increased significantly in the first half of 2022 to $90. (Pirkis et al 2022:14). This is 
consistent with the experiences of our members seeking psychological care for their children or 
themselves. Many state that with reduced income they struggle to afford the substantial co-payments for 
fortnightly mental health care that they may need to access. They also worry about the number of 
subsidised sessions they can access being inadequate. 

 

8.3.4 Other barriers to accessing supports for the child: 

48% of SC Survey-22 respondents indicated that they experienced difficulties in finding clinicians 
who understand school can’t and 30% indicated they experienced difficulty in finding clinicians who 
are trauma aware.  In relation to accessing re-engagement programs: 21% of respondents indicated 
that had experienced lengthy wait lists to access external to school re-engagement programs and 
19% indicated they were unable to access suitable re-engagement programs near them. 

 

8.3.5 Barriers to School Based Support Access for a Child or Young Person  

Many of our survey participants nominated barriers relating to difficulties in collaborating with 
schools and school personnel. This is a point of some concern as School Can’t (SPSR) Australia 
considers that collaboration between parents/carers and school personnel is essential in order to:  

1) identify and address the underlying difficulties contributing to school can’t,  
2) establish conditions that support a child or young person in their wellbeing, and  
3) ensure the student’s sense of felt safety and belonging such that they might be able to 

return to school.   

These factors are all critical in setting the scene for reengagement with education.  

Parents rate parent-teacher collaboration and communication as one of the most helpful 
interventions for supporting autistic children with anxiety a school (Adams, Young, Simpson & Keen, 
2019). Difficulties collaborating and communication with school, are characteristic of a breakdown in 
crucial supports for these students.  

SC Survey-22 participants identified a range of difficulties that impeded their efforts to access 
support at their child’s school (refer Table 13). 38% found it difficult to find supportive people at 
their child’s school. Discussing school can’t is challenging for parents due to many narratives in our 
culture that blame children and families for their distress (discussed Section 12). Parents can often 
be dismissed or are given advice that is inappropriate or unhelpful. 36% experienced difficulties in 
engaging their school in exploring underlying issues related to their child’s school can’t. This 
frequently happens due to a widespread belief that the problem and therefore the solution lies 
within the family or the child. 
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these threats were followed through. There were also threats and actions directed at children such 
as excluding the child from a significant school event due to their attendance (6% threatened and 
10% report having been excluded), or not allowing them to apply for leadership positions (7% 
threatened, 6% report this happened to their child). School Can’t (SPSR) Australia strongly advises 
against such measures as they damage relationships between families and schools and add to the 
stress that children and families are experiencing while failing to address the underlying causes of 
school attendance difficulties. 

 

8.3.7 Ignorance or Systemic Exclusion? 

School Can’t (SPSR) Australia is extremely concerned that 46% of SC Survey-22 parents/carers 
indicated that they felt that their child’s mainstream school had pushed them out. They describe in 
private messages and on our Facebook page a range of scenarios where they were left with no 
choice but to leave a school. We have permission to share these de-identified scenarios. In some 
cases parents/carers described being excluded or directed away from enrolment and others 
described situations where they just didn’t get the support or understanding they needed and were 
left with no choice but to exit. 
 
Scenarios described included: 

• A young person with school can’t being told they would have to withdraw from the school if they 
don’t meet an attendance expectation as there are other students who would happily take their 
place and attend on time.   

• Being directed by principals to take their enrolment elsewhere and told that the school could no 
longer cater to their child’s needs. 

• A 17 year old who wanted to return to school, after being unable to attend the year prior. He 
was told he could not access the VCAL program and reminded that he no longer “had” to be at 
school, despite his desire to give it a go. 

• Schools that had no idea about how to support students with severe anxiety, other than to 
advise parents to just get their child to school and to make life unpleasant at home so they come 
to school, leaving the family to choose between further harm to their child or leaving the school. 

• A school whose focus on attendance led them to insist that a family sign an attendance plan in 
the form of a contract, that the family knew they would not be able to action, because the child 
was not well enough. This left them with no choice but to leave and home school. 

• Stories of schools who have used power/authority including threats of legal action to intimidate 
and humiliate parents. Parents felt that they could not work with school staff, and determined 
that it would be easier to find another school who understood that they weren’t dealing with a 
behavioural issue but with a mental health issue. 

• Being told to transfer the child’s enrolment to Distance Education or home education or else the 
school would pursue legal action. 

• School’s not understanding the length of time that recovery from school can’t takes. A parent 
described a school agreeing to a 3-week partial attendance plan but then expecting full time 
attendance at the end of that period. 

• Lack of flexibility on the school’s part / insisting their way of doing things would fix the school 
attendance problem, despite the parent/carer presenting information about what had worked in 
the past to support the child. 

• Lack of responding in a timely manner to a parent’s early expressed concerns, leading to 
increased student distress, until the child displayed signs of trauma and worsened mental 
health, preventing their return. 
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Many of these stressors can be proactively addressed by adjustments to the way we do things in 
schools such as: 

• Designing our schools and classrooms to meet sensory needs,  

• Adjusting timetables and attendance expectations,  

• Facilitating interest-based learning,  

• Reconsidering the use of competitive timed activities,  

• Use of Collaborative and Proactive Solutions, low arousal, and de-escalation approaches, and 

• Social emotional learning that is neurodiversity affirming,  

• Ensuring that learning support plans focus on accessibility by removing barriers, making 
adjustments and providing support.  

 
As you can see from Figure 14, there are many stressors impacting on children and young people. 
School Can’t (SPSR) Australia’s lived experience knowledge and research has led us to have much to 
say about what works and what doesn’t work to reduce the experience of these stressors and help 
create learning environments that would better support our children. We have selected just seven 
areas to write about in detail:  

1. Felt Safety,  
2. Recognition and acknowledgement of student stress by school staff 
3. Masking 
4. Sensory sensitivities 
5. Problems with school work 
6. Structural difficulties 
7. Disability supports and inclusion 

 

Recommendation 21: That state DOEs identify and remove barriers (including examining funding 
structures and policies) which prevent students from: easily moving between face-to-face learning, 
distance education and home schooling or combining enrolments across different types of learning 
contexts when needed. This will allow students to access a wider variety of options for engaging with 
education.  

 

Recommendation 22: That state DOEs identify and remove barriers which prevent enrolment in an 
out of zone school when the student no longer feels safe and supported at the zoned school, in 
circumstances where a student experiences or is a risk of School Can’t. 

 

Recommendation 23: That state and territory DOEs ensure that options exist, particularly in high 
school, for students to choose the way they would like to engage in a subject i.e. online, face to face, 
live or watch at another time. This will enable students flexibility to engage in ways that meet their 
wellbeing/ recovery needs. 
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Recommendation 24: That state and territory DOEs build capacity of teachers to have in depth 
knowledge about adjustments and accommodations required to support students with disability / 
mental health difficulties. Especially in relation to collaboratively creating supportive learning plans, 
regulation plans, and mental health support plans. This will ensure students are better supported 
and will reduce student stress. 

 

Recommendation 25: That State and territory DOEs and University Teacher training courses work to 
develop awareness around the importance of teacher wellbeing and supporting teacher’s nervous 
systems. This is to ensure that teachers have the capacity to be with distressed students and can co-
regulate and share their calm with the student. Teachers who have highly aroused nervous systems 
may unintentionally arouse the nervous systems of their students.   

 

Recommendation 26: That state and territory DOEs mandate trauma or nervous system informed 
practice training for staff at schools and examine ways to support teacher wellbeing and regulation 
in the workplace at an institutional level, because the wellbeing of students is closely related to the 
wellbeing and regulation of teachers. 

 

Recommendation 27: That Federal and State parliaments legislate to ensure that according to 
Article 24 of the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, to which 
Australia is a signatory, students with disability will have their right to access inclusive (non-
segregated) education upheld.   

 

Recommendation 28: That in conjunction with legislation recommended in Recommendation 27 
state and territory DOEs will mandate the upskilling of teachers in relation to inclusive educational 
practise and universal design, through professional learning and mentoring for teachers already 
employed and in teacher training courses. This will support the desegregation of our education 
system so that all students are supported in mainstream contexts regardless of diagnosis and fewer 
students with disability are left as casualties of their engagement in mainstream education. 

 

Recommendation 29: That university teacher training courses be mandated to include units on 
disability and cultural awareness in relation to attitudes towards disability. 

 

Recommendation 30: Given the positive response that many young people (24%) had to remote 
learning, we recommend that State and territory DOEs make access to distance education more 
readily available and easier to access. 
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Recommendation 31: That State and territory DOEs resource and make available, remote learning 
facilities to help students who cannot attend school in person, retain connection to their schools 
(including peers), and remain connected to their learning. 

 

Recommendation 32: State and territory DOEs review and amend policies in relation to the 
following supports for students with anxiety:  
- Permission for parents or support workers to be on site as a support person to provide reassurance 
to an anxious young person.   
- Permission for the young person to carry a mobile phone on their person at school as part of a 
safety plan, so they can alert a support person when in distress. 
- Permission for a young person to access and use any supports that assist them to feel calm so long 
as these do not disturb other students (e.g. listening to music, use fidgets, use break cards, ability to 
move, visit a favourite teacher). 

10.1.1 Felt Safety 

71% of survey respondents nominated a lack of safe people as a definite problem for their school 
can’t child. The students in this cohort are struggling with relationships and connection with both 
teachers and peers at school, and feeling safe. Usually this is because the child’s nervous system has 
been sensitized to detect social threat as a result of poor experiences in the past. Students may 
struggle to determine if a teacher or peer is happy with them or not and the effort of trying to 
determine this makes them feel anxious. While not attending school itself could be a reason for a 
lack of relationship, children have generally been to school before school attendance difficulties 
began and we must consider whether a lack of those relationships in the first instance, or a 
breakdown in relationship may be contributing factor.  

Difficulty with a specific teacher was nominated as a contributing difficulty by 40% of parents/carers. 
Bullying and social exclusion from peers were both nominated by 35% of parents/carers. Lack of 
friends was nominated by 40% of parents. Physical restraint by a teacher and witnessing peer to 
peer violence were also mentioned by parents in our free form text response to this question. One 
respondent described a situation where a student was shamed by her teacher in front of the class 
for struggling with a timed task, which resulted in bullying from students who witnessed the 
exchange. While this will impact a student’s sense of belonging, and a student’s capacity to call on 
peers or teachers when they need assistance, this also impacts the nervous system arousal state of 
the student. Only when students feel safe will their nervous systems enable their brains to attend to 
learning. Felt safety is a necessary precursor to learning. 

Behaviour of peers was also nominated as influencing students’ sense of safety at school with 49% of 
parents reporting that this was a factor in their child’s school can’t. 

Misguided advice from schools on how to address school attendance difficulties is also problematic 
for the recovery of school can’t students (See Table 25 on page 91 for further discussion. Attempts 
to force students back to school negatively impact student – adult relationships and damage trust. 
School can’t children and young people need to feel heard and supported by their grownups. They 
need to feel like they have allies not adversaries.  
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50% of SC Survey-22 respondents identified a focus on behaviourist practises as problematic for 
their young person. 47% identified school behaviour management as an issue. Exclusionary discipline 
is also problematic (26%), with 16% nominating exclusion from school activities as contributing to 
their child’s difficulties in attending school. 

Focussing on behaviours of concern distracts staff from recognising and responding to underlying 
student distress. Behaviours of concern should be treated as signals of student distress. Models like 
Collaborative and Proactive Solutions draw attention to the antecedents to behaviour. Self-Reg aims 
to identify and reduce a student’s stress load and thereby improve self-regulation. Both are of huge 
benefit in assisting staff to understand and identify student distress and to create a sense of safety. 

Collaborative Proactive Solutions helps school staff avoid misunderstandings and assumptions about 
behaviour. It encourages adults to be curious about the student’s perspective and to collaborate 
with the student to find solutions. Students feel heard and validated in response and 
misunderstandings about behaviour are less likely. See our discussion about Milton’s Double 
Empathy Problem (2012) in section 12.  

 

10.1.3 Masking 

Most children don’t like to stand out as different. Masking was nominated by 67% of SC Survey-22 
respondents. Masking is the name given to the act of camouflaging one’s differences. It involves the 
suppression on one’s natural tendencies and conscious modification how one presents in order to fit 
in. Masking behaviour is more common in autistic people than non-autistic people (Jedrzejewska & 
Dewey, 2021). 

School Can’t (SPSR) Australia recommends that attention is paid to creating school cultures which 
value diversity and make room for difference so that students can feel that the person they are is 
valued unconditionally and that they have space to be themselves. In the past many aspects of 
autistic presentation and ways of being, have been portrayed as wrong by our society. Research and 
therapies have been aimed at normalisation of the autistic person. Cultural beliefs about disability 
and difference have led to spoken and unspoken rules about how to be, and have been applied to 
things like: the way autistic children play, the way autistics socialise, and the way they move. Neuro-
normative rules impact the way children are expected to be in a classroom: sit still, eyes on the 
teacher when they speak, raise your hand and wait to speak. These all assume every student has the 
same capacity for the prescribed behaviour. “Whole Body Listening”, is an example of a neuro-
normative set of expectations/rules about how children should conduct themselves in class. Its use 
has led to shaming of autistic children in front of their non autistic peers for things like lack of eye 
contact and difficulties sitting still. Whole Body Listening has recently been overhauled by its 
creators as a result of input from neurodivergent people. The “Meet Bumper: a Whole Body 
Learner” resource, from Autism Level Up, also offers an alternative more neurodiverse affirming 
approach to the original “Whole Body Listening” resource (Fede & Laurent, 2022).  

The need to mask impacts a child’s sense of belonging. As Brené Brown (2010) says, “Fitting in is 
about assessing a situation and becoming who you need to be to be accepted. Belonging, on the 
other hand, doesn’t require us to change who we are; it requires us to be who we are”. 
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Masking can also interfere with a student’s ability to 
meet or advocate for their own needs. For example: 
supressing stimming behaviour due to concerns about 
the way this behaviour appears to others results in 
difficulty with self-regulation. Another example of 
masking might be where a student avoids asking for, 
or using an accommodation or adjustment, due to 
fears of being identified as being different. These are 
examples of how masking adds to a student’s stress 
load by cutting off avenues to reduce, avoid or 
recover from stress.  

Masking is implicated in poor mental health (Cage & 
Troxell-Whitman, 2019, Ross, Grove & McAloon, 
2023, Bernardin, Lewis, Bell & Kanne, 2021).  

 

10.1.4 Sensory Sensitivities 

Sensory acoustics were nominated by 60% of SC 
Survey-22 respondents as problematic for their child 
or young person and were discussed in the open 
ended questions on things that could prevent school 
can’t, help students experiencing school can’t and re-
engaging in learning (see Appendix 19.4 for more). 
Auditory hypersensitivity is common in autistic 
children. (Tomcheck & Dunn 2007). Many children experience discomfort or pain in environments 
where non autistic children deem the noise level to be acceptable.  

Trauma itself, can also cause difficulties in sensory processing. Sensory triggers can serve as a 
reminder to traumatic experiences. (see ACT Government Community Services, 2021)  

While aides such as noise cancelling headphones which reduce noise levels for an individual person 
can be used, consideration should be given to solutions that don’t single out individuals such as: 

• Design and construction of school buildings to dampen noise,  

• providing quiet spaces where students can take a break,  

• smaller class sizes, staggered locker times  

• planning adjustments for the child at whole school events or excursions that may be particularly 
crowded or noisy such as sports carnivals,  

• Being aware of noise levels for band practise and emergency drills.  

• Adjustment of the school intercom to not be too loud.  

• Fitting toilet blocks with paper towels, instead of hand dryers.  

Often accommodations like the examples listed above benefit all students and lower the stress 
levels of everyone. 

Other sensory difficulties nominated by parents had to do with the school uniform (44%), the 
climate (27%), the lighting (26%) and visual clutter in the classroom (23%). Smell was also 
mentioned in response to our open-ended question. We would suggest that schools: 

• Consider relaxing or even abolishing uniform requirements so that children can feel comfortable 
when they learn and play at school, and do not have to endure a uniform that is an 
uncomfortable distraction.   

 

Figure 15.  Just Be You. 

Comic by Autball 

Downloaded from 
https://www.facebook.com/autball1/photos/pb.
100082207851890.-
2207520000./126561146753655/?type=3 

Permission to use obtained 

 
 

 
 

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



       

     

    
    

               
 

              

    

                
       

       
 

         
     

       
        

       
         

        
        
      
     

        

     
       

       

       

         

        
       

         

        

       

     

    

            
              
              

       

                   

                    
                    

             
           

                
       

     

             
                

                 
   

            
            

        
        

         
          

         
 

      

       

    

        

   

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



Parent perspectives on school can’t: Implications for 
Health, Welfare, Disability and Education 

 School Can’t (SP/SR) Australia 
Parent Peer Support Group  

 

Submitted:  9-Feb-2023  76 

 

Work not of interest  64% 

Difficulty with attention or focus 62%  

Difficulty with executive functioning  57% 

Difficulty with a specific subject or type of work  54% 

Execution of the curriculum  54% 

Processing speed difficulty  49% 

Difficulty with group work  45% 

Difficulty remembering things  42% 

Inadequate movement breaks  36% 

Lack of explicit instruction  34% 

Early experience of learning failure  32% 

Work too hard  26% 

Difficulty accessing disability friendly textbooks, online content and handout   21% 

Work too easy  17% 

Curriculum not culturally responsive  10% 

Table 16: Difficulties impacting student engagement with school work 

 

 Interest based learning takes advantage of hyperfocus, often reported as a feature of ADHD 
(Hupfeld, Abagis & Shah, 2019) and attention tunnels in autism (Murray, Lesser, & Lawson, 2005), 
wherein autistic people are able to concentrate for long periods of time on topics of interest.  

Interest in learning, may also be impacted by a child’s nervous system state. If their brain and body is 
in survival mode or busy processing an adverse experience they will not have capacity to focus 

57% of survey respondents indicated that difficulty with executive functioning was impacting their 
school-can’t child or young person. Executive functions consist of thinking skills and cognitive 
processes that help a person to plan and follow through to achieve their goals. Executive functions 
include paying attention, working memory, self-control and the ability to problem solve. They impact 
a person’s capacity to plan, organise and sequence ideas, tasks or belongings, to prioritise, to initiate 
or complete tasks, control impulses and focus (Psychology Today Australia, 2023).  

Individuals with ADHD and Autism frequently experience impaired executive functioning. (ADHD and 
Executive Function - Barkley, 2010), (Autism: Lai et. al, 2017). Given that 58% of our SC Survey-22 
cohort had a diagnosis or suspected diagnosis of ADHD and 66% of the cohort had a diagnosis or 
suspected diagnosis of Autism, it is not surprising that impaired executive functioning was listed by d 
57% of parent/carers as impacting their child’s school can’t.  Students with Autism and ADHD require 
executive function supports to be built into their learning plans and provided in order to help them 
access the curriculum and demonstrate their learning. 

54% of respondents indicated that difficulty with a specific subject or type of work was a problem for 
their child. While this may be related to interest, it could also be related to: how well a child gets 
along with a subject specific teacher, a gap in subject specific learning, or to a specific learning 
disability directly impacting that child’s ability to understand and process the subject matter (input 
related difficulties), or to respond to or action a learning task (output related difficulties). While a 
gap in subject skill or knowledge may be addressed with tutoring for example, those relating to a 
learning difficulty will require targeted supports and accommodations. 

Execution of the curriculum was nominated by 54% of respondents as a stressor impacting school 
can’t.  The way a subject is taught directly impacts a student’s ability to engage with the content. It is 
not exactly clear to the researchers what the unmet needs are in relation to this however the 
following related stressors may shed further light:   
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1. 34% of SC Survey-22 respondents indicated that a lack of explicit instruction was a stressor 

for their school can’t child. School Can’t (SPSR) Australia is aware that some students have 

specific types of requirements in order to engage with the curriculum and demonstrate 

learning. Students with learning difficulties impacting their reading and writing for example, 

require a program including structured synthetic phonics. Many students with executive 

function difficulties benefit from step-by-step instructions. The “I do, We do, You do” 

learning model is an example of an evidence based teaching model that includes explicit 

instruction, modelling, scaffolding and repetition to support student learning (Killian, 2023).  

2. Difficulty with group work was nominated as another stressor by 45% of survey respondents. 

No longer are many classrooms set up with rows of desks facing the front of the classroom 

with students engaging in solitary study and receiving instruction from the teacher. Working 

and collaborating in groups is something that is encouraged in many schools however, many 

students struggle with group work. These students may benefit from more independent 

work or increased support from the class being supported to learn how to help the child feel 

included and valued as a group member.  

3. Processing speed is the amount of time it takes for someone to process and understand 

some input prior to responding to it. 49% of respondents nominated processing speed as a 

stressor for their children. These students find that timed tasks requiring them to think and 

respond quickly are very stressful and pose a barrier to them being able to demonstrate 

their learning. Many students with slower processing speed also find that the classroom just 

moves too fast for them. They try to participate in classroom discussions for instance but by 

the time they have processed what others have said and thought about what they want to 

say or ask the discussion has moved on. They take longer to produce work and lament never 

being able to finish things. They have lower output and feel frustrated that there is never 

enough time. They frequently feel left behind and need the pace of instruction, and 

discussions to slowed down in addition to being asked to do fewer tasks compared to their 

peers. 

 

10.1.6 Structural Stressors:  

  

Structural stressors refer to stressors that are caused by the way that school is organised and 
operates. SC Survey-22 asked parents/carers whether structural issues such as the length of school 
day, early start times or the number of transitions or learning periods in a day impacted their child’s 
ability to attend school. 61% of parents/carers indicated that the length of the school day impacted 
on their child’s school can’t. 51% indicated that the number of transitions /periods in a day impacted 
their child’s school can’t and 46% indicated that early start times were a source of stress. (See Table 
17). 
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demand and low arousal environments in order to maintain student wellbeing and capacity for 
learning. 
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experienced by children and young people. Only then will schools be able to understand the 
adjustments, supports and accommodations, required for that child and the circumstances of their 
difficulties.   

The reality is that parents/carers frequently find themselves being told. Being told how their child 
should respond, being told that the problem is them and their parenting, being told that their child 
is misbehaving, being told all the ways their child should be different: more resilient, less anxious, 
work harder, pay attention, sit still, attend more. They feel unsafe and unable to share their 
knowledge as a parent due to the power imbalance and failure of the experts to recognise and value 
their lived experience knowledge. 

Frequently, parents/carers find themselves under 
scrutiny for their parenting due to their children’s 
difficulties attending school and due to the child’s 
distress.   

Parents/carers often change their way of 
parenting, incorporating new knowledge to parent 
their children. The way a parent/ carer parents 
their neurodivergent or school can’t child, can look 
quite different to typical parenting. This leads to 
being judged by educators and clinicians and 
others in positions of authority and often the 
parenting style is blamed for the problem. 

The use of rewards and consequences to shape 
children’s behaviour for example, has been found 
by many parents/carers of neurodivergent children 
to be ineffective and to add to the child’s distress.   
Many parents/carers have moved away from 
thinking that the behaviour itself is the problem, to 
thinking about the antecedents to behaviour and 
how we can address these with the help of our 
children in a supportive relationship, that fosters trust and empowers our children to work through 
the problems they face, with help from adults and their social networks. Parents find that the 
solutions to problems are more likely to be successful because they have addressed the underlying 
issue and the child has had agency in arriving at the solution. 

Children have the least amount of power across the contexts of school, family and the therapy 
office. Neurodivergent children frequently find it difficult to feel safe when power is used over them. 
Children are subjected to rules within their family and to laws which mandate school attendance 
with no power to vote or choice over whether they attend or not. Children’s perspectives are 
impacted by their age and prior experience, and they often have difficulty understanding adult 
perspectives. Adults don’t necessarily see the child’s perspective either, particularly if neurodiversity 
is involved.  

The Double Empathy Problem posits that experiential differences between autistic and non-autistic 
people may result in lack of empathy for the other which contributes to misunderstandings (Milton, 
2012). These misunderstandings can be simple, for example:  

1. A teacher observes a child is wriggling. They conclude the child is misbehaving and not 
paying attention. But seen from the child’s perspective—her chair is in direct sunlight and 
she is hot and uncomfortable in the sun and can’t concentrate.   

2. A child is greeted by the teacher with “How are we feeling today?”. The child doesn’t reply.  
The teacher thinks the child is being rude or has not heard. But seen from the child’s 

 

Figure 17. Outnumbered?  
(Used with permission).   
Source: https://cdi.uvm.edu/islandora/ 
o=bject/uvmcdi%3A104936/datastream/ 
OBJ/view 
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comments to monitor. In 2019 it was possible for an admin team of five to comment on 
every single post and read all the comments. In 2021 we began using key word filters to 
screen for comments that require action because we were experiencing difficulty reviewing 
every comment. The risk of missing something increases as the group grows. 

4. Curating content to ensure that new members are exposed to content which informs them 
about our frameworks of understanding and shared understandings about what works. It is 
important to monitor the type of content shared to ensure that lived experience knowledge 
is prioritised. 

Our volunteers are at risk of burn out, at risk of vicarious trauma and are exposed to a growing 
personal liability risk. They should be paid, insured, supervised and supported while they are 
engaged in the work of running what is a unique and highly valued parent intervention relating to 
school attendance difficulties.    

Our volunteers are passionate about helping support Australian parents who have children with 
school can’t. Volunteering for School Can’t (SPSR) Australia is something that our volunteers do 
flexibly while juggling their own children’s needs and employment and other responsibilities. It is 
hoped that by forming an NFP organisation School Can’t (SPSR) Australia would be able to offer 
flexible employment to staff to enable individuals to carry out this work without the competing need 
to work elsewhere, thereby reducing their individual stress burden and recognising the value of their 
lived experience knowledge.   

For many years the co-ordinators of our group have wanted to create a similar group for 
professionals and have wanted to develop course content and professional development offerings in 
order to share what we have learned and to promote understanding about how to support 
parents/carers and their children. This has been too difficult to achieve whilst managing a large 
growing parent peer support group, employment and our children’s needs. Approximately 10% 
applications to join School Can’t (SPSR) Australia are from professional applicants who wish to join 
our group to learn more about supporting students with school can’t. There is strong demand for 
information from professionals, with many frustrated that they seem to be unable to help the young 
people they come into contact with. 

 

14.1 Proposed activities: 

Member of School Can’t (SPSR) Australia have identified a number of ways they would like to see the 
organisation impacting on school can’t nationally. They would like School Can’t (SPSR) Australia to: 

1. Provide information to all stakeholders (including governments, institutions, parents/carers, 
clinicians, school staff) about school refusal and lived experience knowledge. 
 

2. Provide lived experience consultancy impacting: research directions, public health 
messaging, government policy and funding decisions relating to the health, education and 
disability sectors. 

 
3. Provide parent peer support through: 

a. A web-based forum (similar to Facebook) 
b. Small face to face support groups with trained and resourced leaders in capital 

cities and large regional cities. 
c. Low fee small group or 1:1 mentoring services delivered either online or face-to-

face. 
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4. Provide opportunity for professionals seeking to assist students with school can’t to learn 
from the lived experience voice of parents and students via a web-based forum (similar to 
Facebook) which is moderated by parents/carers with lived experience knowledge. 
  

5. Provide an advocacy support service staffed by disability inclusion, CPS trained and trauma 
aware practitioners to assist with the home-school relationship. Supporting parents and 
students (experiencing or at risk of experiencing school can’t) in their efforts to collaborate 
with schools to identify and address underlying issues contributing to school can’t.   

 
6. Provide opportunities for parents, teachers, and clinicians to learn about school can’t, 

including information about: the nervous system, prevention of school can’t, identifying 
early warning signs of school can’t, recovery from school can’t, and ways to support 
students and families effectively and prevent further trauma. This will be done through: 

a. Attendance of representatives of School Can’t (SPSR) Australia at conferences to 
speak about school can’t 

b. Writing of papers for publication in journals 
c. Hosting in person and online learning opportunities  
d. Hosting an annual School Can’t conference 
e. Offering in school or regional professional learning programs for school staff 
f. Engaging with the media  

 
7. Establish a national network of people interested in further developing knowledge about 

school can’t through research which is informed and shaped by lived experience.   
 

8. Offer parents, educators and clinicians training and mentoring in understanding and using 
Collaborative Proactive Solutions. 
 

9. Explore and develop opportunities for students with school can’t to connect with other 
school can’t peers in order to reduce the social isolation and shame associated with school 
can’t. 
 

10. Develop and deliver a psychoeducation program for students to engage with which assists 
them to understand their nervous systems such that they are empowered to advocate for 
their nervous system’s support needs in the home or school environment. 
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15. Conclusion: 

There are a number of popular narratives about school refusal. The two most often seen assert that 
school refusal is due to: 

1. Parenting failure. Caused by parents who do not set appropriate boundaries or use “tough 
love” to gain their child’s compliance. The cure is to ensure that parents are enforcing 
rewards and consequences to gain compliance. 

2. Children/young people who have anxiety disorders. The cure is to treat the disordered 
thinking and convince the child that there is nothing to be afraid of through use of Cognitive 
Behaviour Therapy and Exposure Therapy. 

School Can’t (SPSR) Australia takes a different perspective. The application of an ecosystems 
framework of understanding, together with new understandings about the nervous system and the 
brain-body connection, which lead us to see school refusal as a response to stress. The cure is 
simple: if we identify the stressors and reduce the stress, then we can reduce the incidence of 
school can’t and provide effective support to those who are experiencing it.   

In the past, research has neglected to investigate school-based factors contributing to student stress 
and the subsequent onset of school can’t. Psychologists have focused on within child and within 
family factors instead. This failure to draw a connection between chronic stress and school can’t has 
led schools to blame school attendance difficulties on parents, and psychologists to perceive mental 
illness as a pathology of the individual. The result has been little interest in identifying school-based 
stressors. 

Society’s understanding of school can’t, is shaped by cultural beliefs about: education, parenting, 
disability, mental health and behaviour. School Can’t (SPSR) Australia invites the Senate and others 
examining this issue to consider the way these beliefs influence and shape understandings and 
responses to school can’t. We must challenge beliefs about education: how, what, where, when and 
why? We must embrace inclusion and listen to neurodivergent voices to do better. We must value 
the voice and knowledge of parents, as they walk alongside their children year in and year out and 
seek help for them. We must call out ableism and the role it plays in oppressing and ‘othering’ those 
who are different. We must look at this problem through an inclusion lens! Mental health clinicians 
must look upstream to identify sources of stress, leading to mental health break down, and join in 
advocating for reductions in student stress to promote wellbeing. Schools need to rethink 
compliance focussed behaviour management practices and instead focus on regulation, connection 
and collaboration, to improve “felt safety”. 

The data from SC Survey-22 is alarming. We must do better! The long-term financial and health 
impacts on families are extremely concerning. The impact of long-term stress on students, and the 
fact that so many are experiencing school-based trauma, should concern us all. Trauma that follows 
them for years to come:  

“I still sometimes struggle to pick up my siblings from school or go to their school recitals 
because the fear of school buildings imprinted upon me has impacted my mental health 
and relationship with the education system for the rest of my life” (Hayden:2022) 

 
Reducing school-based stressors will also be protective of the teaching workforce. No doubt 
teachers are also adversely impacted as they struggle to teach and support chronically stressed 
children and young people. It’s important that teachers are equipped with knowledge about the 
nervous system and are supported to meet their own regulation needs within the context of 
education communities that care.   
 
Collaboration at all levels is vital and must include: parents/carers, teachers, clinicians, students, 
researchers, and the government. Collaboration requires a shift in power and shared 
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understandings. The voices of those with lived experience: parents/carers and children and young 
people must be amplified.  
 
School Can’t (SPSR) Australia implores the Senate Committee to advocate urgently on our behalf. 
The priority is child and family wellbeing.  
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16. Additional Material that may interest the Inquiry 

School Can’t (SPSR) Australia formerly known as School Refusal/School Phobia Australia prepared a 

submission to Victoria's Royal Commission into Mental Health which can be found here: 

http://rcvmhs.archive.royalcommission.vic.gov.au/School Refusal Australia.pdf 

 

17. References 
ACT Government Community Services, 2021. “Sensory 
Processing: The Ongoing Impact Senses can have on 
Children affected by Trauma” 
https://www.communityservices.act.gov.au/ocyfs/thera
peutic-resources/sensory-processing-factsheet-the-
ongoing-impact-senses-can-have-on-children-affected-
by-trauma2 

Adams D, Young K, Simpson K, Keen D. “Parent 
descriptions of the presentation and management of 
anxiousness in children on the autism spectrum”. 
Autism. May;23(4) (2019):980-992.  

Anderson KP. “The Relationship between Inclusion, 
Absenteeism, and Disciplinary Outcomes for 
Students with Disabilities.” Educational Evaluation 
and Policy Analysis 43, no. 1 (2021): 32–59. 

Australian Government: Fair Work Ombudsman (n.d.), 
National Employment Standards 
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/employment-
conditions/national-employment-standards. 

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 
“Professional Standards for Teachers.”  2018. 

Barkley R. ADHD and Executive Function, Child Mind 
Institute, 2010, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GR1IZJXc6d8
&t=4s 

Beardon L. Avoiding Anxiety in Autistic Children: A Guide 
for Autistic Wellbeing. Sheldon Press, 2021. 

Becker SP, Kapadia DK, Fershtman CE and Sciberras E. 
Evening circadian preference is associated with 
sleep problems and daytime sleepiness in 
adolescents with ADHD. Journal of sleep research, 
29(1), (2020) p.e12936. 

Bernardin CJ, Lewis T, Bell D, and Kanne S. “Associations 
between Social Camouflaging and Internalizing 
Symptoms in Autistic and Non-Autistic 
Adolescents.” Autism 25, no. 6 (2021): 1580–91. 

Brown B. The Gifts of Imperfection: Let Go of Who You 
Think You’re Supposed to Be and Embrace Who 
You Are. Hazelden Publishing, 2010.  

Bronfenbrenner U. The Ecology of Human Development, 
Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1979 

Brunzell T and Norrish J. Creating Trauma-Informed, 
Strengths-Based Classrooms: Teacher Strategies 

for Nurturing Students’ Healing, Growth, and 
Learning. Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2021.  

Cage E and Troxell-Whitman Z. “Understanding the 
Reasons, Contexts and Costs of Camouflaging for 
Autistic Adults.” Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders 49, no. 5 (2019): 1899–
1911. 

Cappadocia MC, Weiss JA, and Pepler D. “Bullying 
Experiences among Children and Youth with 
Autism Spectrum Disorders.” Journal of Autism 
and Developmental Disorders 42 (2012): 266–77. 

Center for Disability Rights. Ableism (blog), n.d. 
https://www.cdrnys.org/blog/uncategorized/able
ism/. 

Center on the Developing Child. “Three Principles to 
Improve Outcomes for Children and Families,” 
2021. 

Cologon K and Lassig C. “Universal Approaches to 
Curriculum, Pedagogy and Assessment.” In 
Inclusive Education for the 21st Century, 179–207. 
Routledge, 2020. 

Cox RC and Olatunji BO. Sleep in the anxiety-related 
disorders: A meta-analysis of subjective and 
objective research. Sleep Medicine Reviews, 51, 
(2020) p.101282.  

D’Agati E, Curatolo P and Mazzone L. “Comorbidity 
between ADHD and Anxiety Disorders across the 
Lifespan.” International Journal of Psychiatry in 
Clinical Practice 23, no. 4 (2019): 238–44. 

Dana D and Porges SW. Anchored: How to Befriend Your 
Nervous System Using Polyvagal Theory. Sounds 
True, 2021.  

Dana D. The Polyvagal Theory in Therapy: Engaging the 
Rhythm of Regulation (Norton Series on 
Interpersonal Neurobiology). W. W. Norton, 2018.  

Delahooke M. Beyond Behaviours: Using Brain Science 
and Compassion to Understand and Solve 
Children’s Behavioural Challenges. John Murray 
Press, 2019.  

Desautels LL. Connections Over Compliance: Rewiring 
Our Perceptions of Discipline. Wyatt-MacKenzie 
Publishing, 2020.  

English R. “Getting a Risk-Free Trial during COVID: 
Accidental and Deliberate Home Educators, 

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



Parent perspectives on school can’t: Implications for 
Health, Welfare, Disability and Education 

 School Can’t (SP/SR) Australia 
Parent Peer Support Group  

 

Submitted:  9-Feb-2023  100 

 

Responsibilisation and the Growing Population of 
Children Being Educated Outside of School.” 
Journal of Pedagogy 12, no. 1 (2021): 77–98. 

Everyday Regulation, n.d., Supporting learners in a 
neurodiverse world. 
https://www.everydayregulation.com/?fbclid=IwA
R0BbG5i4Z8QvbWLtFbZ9B9jRhYM35KnuSP8N7o4-
fHl4K4eMOEUBVwTwp8  

 Fede J and Laurant A. “Meet Bumper: A Whole Body 
Learner.” Autism Level Up, 2022. 
https://cdn.sanity.io/files/p6bm7moz/production
/99d189ab413e0ccab0329aaa52658ad68b2f7875
.pdf. 

Fisher AV, Godwin KE and Seltman H. “Visual 
Environment, Attention Allocation, and Learning 
in Young Children: When Too Much of a Good 
Thing May Be Bad.” Psychological Science 25, no. 
7 (2014): 1362–70. 

Fulton RE. Reardon RK and Jones R. “Sensory Trauma: 
Autism, Sensory Difference and the Daily 
Experience of Fear.” Autism Wellbeing CIC, 2020. 

Gore NJ, Sapiets SJ, Denne LD, Hastings RP, Toogood S, 
MacDonald A, Baker P, Allen D, Apanasionok M 
and Austin D. “Positive Behavioural Support in the 
UK: A State of the Nation Report.” International 
Journal of Positive Behavioural Support 12, no. 1 
(2022): i–46. 

Graham L. Inclusive Education for the 21st Century. 
Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2020. 

Graham LJ, McCarthy T, Killingly C, Tancredi H, and Poed 
S. “Inquiry into Suspension, Exclusion and 
Expulsion Processes in South Australian 
Government Schools: Final Report.” Brisbane: The 
Centre for Inclusive Education, Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT), 2020. 

Greene R. Lost at School: Why Our Kids with Behavioural 
Challenges Are Falling through the Cracks and 
How We Can Help Them. New York: Harper 
Collins, 2008. 

Greene R. The Explosive Child: A New Approach for 
Understanding and Parenting Easily Frustrated, 
Chronically Inflexible Children. New York: Harper 
Collins, 1998. 

Hancock KJ, Shepherd CC, Lawrence D and Zubrick SR. 
2013. Student attendance and educational 
outcomes: Every day counts. Report for the 
Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations, Canberra. 

Hayden C, Different Not Less: A Neurodivergent’s Guide 
to Embracing your True Self and Finding your 
Happily Ever After, Murdoch Books: Australia, 
2022. 

Higgins JM, Arnold SR, Weise J, Pellicano E and Trollor 
JN, 2021. Defining autistic burnout through 
experts by lived experience: Grounded Delphi 

method investigating# AutisticBurnout. Autism, 
25(8), pp.2356-2369. 

Hopkins S, Shanker S, Leslie R, “Self-Regulation, Self-
Control, and the Practice of Shanker Self-Reg®.” 
Reframed: A Journal of Self-Reg 1, no. 1 (2017): 
58–75. 

Hughes K, Bellis MA, Hardcastle KA, Sethi D, Butchart A, 
Mikton C, Jones L and Dunne MP. The effect of 
multiple adverse childhood experiences on 
health: a systematic review and meta-analysis. 
The Lancet Public Health, 2(8), (2017) pp.e356-
e366. 

Hupfeld KE, Abagis TR, Shah P. Living "in the zone": 
hyperfocus in adult ADHD. Atten Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder.  Jun;11(2) (2019):191-208. 

Jedrzejewska, A., Dewey, J. “Camouflaging in Autistic 
and Non-autistic Adolescents in the Modern 
Context of Social Media”. J Autism Dev Disord 52, 
630–646 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-
021-04953-6 

Kelley P, 2018. ‘The biological reason why it’s so hard for 
teenagers to wake up early for school’ The 
Conversation. 

Killian S, 2015 “The I do WE Do YOU Do Model 
Explained” accessed 5/2/2023 
https://www.evidencebasedteaching.org.au/the-
i-do-we-do-you-do-model-explained/ 

Kolk B. van der. The Body Keeps the Score: Mind, Brain 
and Body in the Transformation of Trauma. 
Penguin Books Limited, 2014.  

Lai CLE, Lau Z, Lui SS, Lok E, Tam V, Chan Q, Cheng KM, 
Lam SM & Cheung EF. Meta‐analysis of 
neuropsychological  measures of executive 
functioning in children and adolescents with high‐
functioning autism spectrum disorder. International 
Society for Autism Research, 10(5), (2017) 911-939. 

Lei. “What’s The Problem With Whole Body Listening?” 
Parenting Autistic Children with Love & 
Acceptance (blog), 2015. 
https://autloveaccept.wordpress.com/2015/03/2
5/whats-the-problem-with-whole-body-listening. 

Levine P. Trauma and Memory: Brain and body in a 
search for the living past: a practical guide for 
understanding and working with Traumatic 
memory. Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2015. 

Macdonald L, Trembath D, Ashburner J, Costley D and 
Keen D. The use of visual schedules and work 
systems to increase the on‐task behaviour of 
students on the autism spectrum in mainstream 
classrooms. Journal of Research in Special 
Educational Needs, 18(4), (2018) pp.254-266. 

Milton DEM. “On the Ontological Status of Autism: The 
‘Double Empathy Problem.’” Disability & Society 
27, no. 6 (2012): 883–87. 

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



Parent perspectives on school can’t: Implications for 
Health, Welfare, Disability and Education 

 School Can’t (SP/SR) Australia 
Parent Peer Support Group  

 

Submitted:  9-Feb-2023  101 

 

Morgan B, Nageye F, Masi G. and Cortese S. Sleep in 
adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder: a 
systematic review and meta-analysis of subjective 
and objective studies. Sleep Medicine, (2020) 65, 
pp.113-120. 

Munkhaugen EK, Gjevik E, Pripp AH, Sponheim E and 
Diseth TH. “School Refusal Behaviour: Are 
Children and Adolescents with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder at a Higher Risk?.” Research in Autism 
Spectrum Disorders 41 (2017): 31–38. 

Murray D, Lesser M and Lawson W. Attention, 
monotropism and the diagnostic criteria for 
autism. Autism. (2005) May;9(2):139-56. doi: 
10.1177/1362361305051398. PMID: 15857859. 

NJ Autism Center of Excellence, 2022. Are Kids Getting 
PTSD in School: Understanding the School 
Experience of Autistic Children. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wxp3o04Zgo
Y. 

Perry B. Trauma Informed Educators Network Podcast, 
Episode 7, 2020. Paradigm Shift Education. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cv2sNQL-
Blc. 

Pirkis J, Currier D, Harris M, and Mihalopoulos C. 
“Evaluation of Better Access.” Melbourne 
University, 2022. 
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publication
s/executive-summary-evaluation-of-the-better-
access-initiative?language=en. 

Polanczyk, Guilherme V., Giovanni A. Salum, Luisa S. 
Sugaya, Arthur Caye, and Luis A. Rohde. “Annual 
Research Review: A Meta‐analysis of the 
Worldwide Prevalence of Mental Disorders in 
Children and Adolescents.” Journal of Child 
Psychology and Psychiatry 56, no. 3 (2015): 345–
65. 

Porges SW. “Orienting in a Defensive World: Mammalian 
Modifications of Our Evolutionary Heritage. A 
Polyvagal Theory’.” Psychophysiology, no. 32 
(1995): 301–18. 

Porges SW. Polyvagal Safety: Attachment, 
Communication, Self-Regulation. WW Norton, 
2021.  

Porges SW. The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological 
Foundations Of Emotions Attachment 
Communication Self-Regulation. WW Norton, 
2011.  

Psychotherapy Networker, 2020. How Can Therapists 
Help Children with School Refusal. . 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GhzRLnaJMq
k. 

Psychology Today Australia, 2023, Executive Function. 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/au/basics/exe
cutive-function 

Raymaker DM, Teo AR, Steckler NA, Lentz B, Scharer M, 
Delos Santos A, Kapp SK, Hunte, Joyce A. and 
Nicolaidis C. “Having all of your internal resources 
exhausted beyond measure and being left with no 
clean-up crew”: Defining autistic burnout. Autism 
in adulthood, 2(2), (2020)pp.132-143. 

Ross A, Grove, R and McAloon J. “The Relationship 
between Camouflaging and Mental Health in 
Autistic Children and Adolescents.” Autism 
Research 16, no. 1 (2023): 190–99. 

Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and 
Exploitation of People with Disability, 2021. 
“Public Hearing 7 - Barriers Experienced by 
Students with Disability in Accessing and 
Obtaining a Safe, Quality and Inclusive School 
Education and Consequent Life Course Impacts.” 

Shanker S. Self-Reg: How to Help Your Child (and You) 
Break the Stress Cycle and Successfully Engage 
with Life. Penguin Publishing Group, 2017.  

Shanker S. “What You Need to Know. Self-Regulation: 5 
Domains of Self-Reg.” The MEHRIT Centre, 2017. 

Shanker S. (2021) What you need to Know. Self-
Regulation: 5 Domains of Self-Reg, The MEHRIT Centre.  
https://self-reg.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2021/05/infosheet 5-Domains-of-Self-
Reg.pdf Accessed 1/2/2023 

Silberman S, and Sacks O. NeuroTribes: The Legacy of 
Autism and the Future of Neurodiversity. Penguin 
Publishing Group, 2015.  

Slater EV, Burton K, and McKillop D. “Reasons for Home 
Educating in Australia: Who and Why?” 
Educational Review 74, no. 2 (2022): 263–80. 

The Impact of Stress on the Body. Roots of Empathy, 
2015. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TIUdALXnPl
Q. 

Tobias A. “A Grounded Theory Study of Family Coach 
Intervention with Persistent School Non-
Attenders.” Educational Psychology in Practice 35, 
no. 1 (2019): 17–33. 

Tomchek S, and Dunn W. “Sensory Processing in 
Children with and without Autism: A Comparative 
Study Using the Short Sensory Profile.” The 
American Journal of Occupational Therapy 61, no. 
2 (2007): 190–200. 

Trauma Informed Educators Network (2020), ‘Episode 
#7 Dr. Bruce Perry-Trauma Informed Educators 
Network Podcast’, Trauma Informed Educators 
Network YouTube channel, accessed 22 January 
2023, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cv2sNQL-
Blc&t=2s 

Tso M. and Strnadová I, 2017. Students with autism 
transitioning from primary to secondary schools: 
Parents’ perspectives and experiences. 

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



Parent perspectives on school can’t: Implications for 
Health, Welfare, Disability and Education 

 School Can’t (SP/SR) Australia 
Parent Peer Support Group  

 

Submitted:  9-Feb-2023  102 

 

International Journal of Inclusive Education, 21(4), 
pp.389-403. 

UN. Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (2008). 

Van Steensel, Francisca JA, Bögels SB, and Perrin S. 
“Anxiety Disorders in Children and Adolescents 
with Autistic Spectrum Disorders: A Meta-
Analysis.” Clinical Child and Family Psychology 
Review 14 (2011): 302–17. 

Walker, RJ (2021) “Polyvagal Theory Chart of Trauma 
Response”, version 10, rubyjowalker.com accessed 
21/11/2022  

Young A. Autistic Children Excel in Mainstream Classes: 
Amaze CEO, Sky News 2018. 
https://www.skynews.com.au/australia-
news/autistic-children-excel-in-mainstream-
classes-amaze-
ceo/video/e736f73f0c63a568eabb9ee74a3dc434 

  

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



     
      

 

    
     

  

    

   

   

       

   

   

    

   

    

      

 

   

   

   

    

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

    

 

 

 

 

   

   

   

           

   

    

    

   

    

    

    

   

The national trend of school refusal and related matters
Submission 76



Parent perspectives on school can’t: 
Implications for Health, Welfare, Disability and 
Education 

 School Can’t (SP/SR) Australia  

Parent Peer Support Group  

 

Submitted:  9-Feb-2023  104 

 

19. Appendices: 

19.1 The Autonomic Nervous System: 

 
Figure 18. Polyvagal Theory Chart of Trauma Response (Walker 2021) 

19.1.1 Autonomic Nervous System Dysregulation 

Our Autonomic nervous system helps us to defend ourselves. It comprises two systems of nerves 
that facilitate communication between the brain and the body in order to help us to meet threats 
and challenge.  When our brain perceives a threat, our Sympathetic Nervous System automatically 
acts to release an adrenaline rush to increase the heart rate and respiration, increase tension in the 
muscles and provides a charge of energy so that we are prepared to take action. The blood flow in 
the body is changed and the frontal lobes and digestion are shutdown to speed up our ability to fight 
or flee from the threat. If it is not safe to fight or after the fight is finished then freeze, submit 
responses are triggered by our Parasympathetic Nervous System via the automatic release of other 
neurochemicals that slow down the heart rate and respiration leading to physical collapse, 
exhaustion, weakness, increased gastro-intestinal activity. This process allows the nervous system to 
transition back to a “safe” state. 

This is a biological response it does not require thoughts or intentional action and after the trauma, 
threat or stress is over the person’s Nervous System would normally return to its usual level of 
functioning and thought processes. However, when a person is exposed to the ongoing stress of 
repeated threat and subsequent emotional dysregulation a trauma response occurs.  The nervous 
system stays alert and is always prepared for danger. The down regulation to a ‘no threat’ position is 
no longer achieved. This threat position becomes the “new normal”. If this goes on for too long the 
Autonomic Nervous system which controls the involuntary bodily functions is damaged and this 
interferes with the messages sent between the brain and the other areas of the nervous system and 
the organs of the body: the heart, the stomach, the bowel, and the bladder can all be affected. 
Common symptoms include: dizziness, fainting, urinary tract problems, sexual problems, digestive 
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problems including diarrhoea, constipation, weight loss, heartburn, bloating, nausea, vomiting and 
difficulties swallowing, heart palpitations, blood pressure problems, sweating abnormalities, eye 
problems, sleep disorders, headaches, constant exhaustion and fatigue as well as severe 
impairments of memory and concentration.  These symptoms are common for people who have 
suffered childhood abuse and neglect. 

When the “new normal” is in control of the brain it is constantly assessing threat. It is reacting not 
thinking.  The individual is not following intentional thought-out plans, they cannot weigh up the 
pros and cons of available actions instead their nervous system becomes an action force in the brain. 
It reacts and there is no relaxation. Relaxation feels like a risky situation and staying busy, and alert 
feels safer. Over the long-term the “new normal” can put a person’s health at risk resulting in heart 
disease, heart attack, and high blood, gastrointestinal problems, cancer and autoimmune diseases 
such as Rheumatoid Arthritis. Medical practitioners often identify many of these symptoms and run 
lots of tests but cannot find definitive causes for them that can be treated. Currently, there are no 
medical treatments that can address the complex underlying cause of the Autonomic Nervous 
System Dysregulation.   (The above information provided by Dr Liz Westphal, Clinical Psychologist). 
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19.2 School Can’t Survey 2022: 

Purpose of Survey 

We would like to invite you to be a part of survey that will be 
used to create a submission (based on lived experience) to the 
2022 Senate Inquiry into School Can’t. In order to participate in 
this survey you must be a: 

1. resident of Australia 

2. member of School Can’t (School Phobia School Refusal) 
Australia’s online parent peer support group 

3. parent / legal guardian of a child of compulsory 
schooling age 

4. parent / legal guardian of a child or children who is 
currently experiencing or has recently (in the past 5 
years) experienced school can’t. 

Informed Consent Statement 

This survey is anonymous and will cover your demographics, 
your school can’t journey and its impacts on you, your child and 
your family, along with what supports you have accessed and 
how the school/s involved have responded. 

The findings from this survey will be used by admin of School 
Can’t (SPSR) Australia to inform a public submission to the 2022 
Senate Inquiry into School Refusal / School Can’t on behalf of 
the parent peer support group. The results of the survey may 
also be used by the School Can’t administration team to apply 
for grants, and to educate others about school can’t. This 
includes using quotes from open ended questions or comments 
made as part of the survey. 

The survey should take around 45 minutes to complete. 

By completing this survey you indicate your willingness to 
participate. 

Sometimes thinking about the impact of school can’t on you or 
your child’s life can be distressing. Should you feel distressed at 
any time we encourage you to consider whether it is beneficial 
for you to complete the survey. If you experience significant 
distress please stop and speak to someone. You can speak with 
a partner, friend, or family member or alternatively please use 
one of the following help lines: 

● Lifeline Crisis Support – 13 11 14 
● Beyond Blue Support Service - 1300 224 636 
● Family and Child Connect - 13 32 64 
● Kids Helpline - 1800 55 1800 (for children aged 5-25) 

1. *Please confirm you have read this information* 

• I confirm I have read this information 

• I have not read this information 

Definitions 

For the purposes of this survey School Can’t refers to a child’s 
inability to attend or participate in formal full-time education. 
Children in our School-Can't cohort may spend time in different 
educational settings, as parents search for an environment 
where their child experiences belonging, engagement and feels 
well supported. These settings may include mainstream, 
specialist, distance education, remote learning, and even home 
school environments. School Can’t can occur in the context of 
any of these settings. 

School Can’t has many different names and shows many 
different presentations of varying impact. Some of the names 
you might be familiar with include: 

● School Refusal 
● School Phobia 
● Emotionally Based School Avoidance 
● School Attendance Difficulties 
● Truancy 

Often a distinction is made between School Refusal and 
Truancy. School Refusal is when parents are aware that their 
child or young person is not attending school. Truancy is when 
a child is missing school without their parent’s knowledge, such 
as when a child wags. 

School Can’t (SPSR) Australia would argue that this distinction 
requires further investigation as the key difference identified 
above may not be related to the factors contributing to truancy 
behaviour but may instead be related to the degree to which a 
student feels they are likely to be met with adults who judge 
their behaviour as a sign of failure rather than as a sign that 
something is not going well for them at school, or where the 
student has decided that the problems at school have no 
solutions. 

Signs of school attendance difficulties range from reluctance to 
attend, physical signs of anxiety such as stomach upsets and 
headaches, sleep disturbance, not wanting to go to bed or get 
out of bed or get dressed or eat, or to get in the car, or to get 
ready, anger, crying, begging, upset, late to school, missing 
school, missing particular classes, avoiding or refusing work or 
homework, hiding when at school rather than going to class or 
out for lunch or recess, unable to move physically or to talk, 
flight, fight, freeze, shutdown, absent from school for single 
days at a time over many weeks, absent from school for many 
days at a time, or extended absence from school. 

We consider any of these presentations as manifestations of 
School Can’t. For the purposes of this survey we would like to 
collect information in relation to any of the above listed 
presentations including what might be considered truancy. 

Demographics 

Firstly, we’d like to know more about you and your family. 

2. Are you a member of School Can’t (SPSR) Australia? 

• Yes 

• Waiting to join 

• No 

3. Are you a parent or primary carer of a child / children who 
was of compulsory schooling age in 2022? 

• Yes 

• No 

4. Has your child experienced school can’t, as defined on the 
previous page, in the past 5 years? 

• Yes 

• No 

5. And what is your relationship to the child/children who is 
or has experienced school can’t? 

• Parent 

• Kinship carer 

• Foster carer  

• Step parent 

• Other legal guardian (please specify) 

• None of the above 

6. Are you an Australian resident? 

• Yes 

• No 

7. Do you live in? 

• NSW 

• VIC 

• SA 

• QLD 

• WA 

• NT 

• ACT 

• TAS 
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• Other Australian Territory 

8. And is the area you live in? 

• Metro 

• Regional 

• Rural 

• Remote 

9. Where were you born? 

• Australia 

• Other (please specify) 

10. What is the primary language spoken at home? 

• English 

• Other (please specify) 

11. Do you identify as a First Nations person? 

• Yes 

• No  

• Prefer not to answer 

12. How old are you? 

• 19-29 

• 30-39 

• 40-49 

• 50-59 

• 60-69 

• 70+ 

• Prefer not to answer 

13. What sex were you assigned at birth? 

• Female 

• Male 

• Another term, please specify 

• Prefer not to answer 

14. How do you describe your gender? 

(Where gender refers to current gender, which may be 
different to sex recorded at birth and may be different to 
what is indicated on legal documents) 

• Man or male 

• Woman or female 

• Non-binary 

• I use a different term (please specify) 

• Prefer not to answer 

15. What is your current marital status? 

• Married 

• Living with a partner 

• Separated 

• Divorced 

• Single 

• Widowed 

• Prefer not to answer 

16. What is your highest education qualification? 

• Postgraduate degree (e.g. PhD, Masters) 

• Graduate diploma or certificate 

• Bachelor degree 

• Advanced diploma or diploma 

• Certificate 

• Year 12 

• Year 10 

• Primary education 

• Other education 

• No education 

17. What is your total annual household income? 

• Under $20,000 

• Between $20,000 and $39,999   

• Between $40,000 and $59,999  

• Between $60,000 and $79,999 

• Between $80,000 and $99,999  

• Between $100,000 and $149,999  

• Between $150,000 and $200,000  

• Over $200,000 

• Prefer not to answer 

18. How long have you been a member of School Can’t (SPSR) 
Australia? 

(Not asked of non-members) 

• Less than a year 

• 1 year 

• 2 years 

• 3 years 

• 4 years 

• 5 to 6 years 

• 7 to 8 years 

Your School Can’t Child 

19. How many children do you have that were of compulsory 
schooling age in 2022? 

• 1 

• 2 

• 3 

• 4 

• 5 

• Other (please specify) 

20. How many of these children have experienced school 
can’t in the past 5 years? 

• 1 

• 2 

• 3 

• 4 

• 5 

• Other (please specify) 

If you have more than one school can't child of 
compulsory schooling age in 2022, please choose one and 
answer the rest of the questions about your about this child. 

21. How old is the school can't child you have chosen? 

22. What grade or grade equivalent were they in, in 2022? 

23. What sex was this child assigned at birth? 

• Female 

• Male 

• Another term (please specify) 

• Prefer not to answer 

24. How does this child describe their gender? 

(Where gender refers to current gender, which may be 
different to sex recorded at birth and may be different to 
what is indicated on legal documents) 

• Man or male 

• Woman or female 

• Non-binary 

• They use a different term (please specify) 

• Prefer not to answer 

25. Where was this child born? 

• Australia 

• Other (please specify) 

26. What type of schooling was your school can’t child 
enrolled in… 

(primary or secondary) 
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For each of the following years: 
o 2019 (pre covid) 
o 2022 (most recent year) 

Select the type of schooling for that year (please select all that 
apply): 

• Mainstream government school 

• Mainstream independent school 

• Mainstream catholic school 

• Learning unit at government school 

• Learning unit at independent  school 

• Learning unit at catholic school 

• Disability specific school 

• Distance Education (Department of Education) 

• Distance Education (private provider) 

• Flex / FLO school 

• TAFE 

• Home-school 

• Dual enrolment home school and mainstream 
government 

• Dual enrolment home school and mainstream 
independent 

• Dual enrolment home school and mainstream catholic 

• Other (please specify) 

27. Has your school can’t child been diagnosed with any of 
the following? 

Please select one of the following responses for each diagnosis 
below: 

o Before school can't started 
o After school can't 
o Seeking diagnosis / suspected 
o Not applicable 

Diagnoses: 

• ADHD 

• Auditory Processing Disorder 

• Autism (including Aspergers or PDD NOS) 

• Autism with PDA profile 

• Communication Disorder 

• Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) 

• Dyspraxia (DCD) 

• Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder 

• Gifted academically 

• Intellectual Disability 

• Motor Disorder 

• Physical disability - impacting mobility 

• Physical disability - impacting hearing 

• Physical disability - impacting vision 

• Sensory Processing Disorder 

• Specific Learning Difficulty (eg: Dysgraphia, Dyslexia, 
Dyscalculia) 

• Tourette's syndrome 

Other (please specify condition and whether before or after 
onset of school can't, seeking diagnosis or suspected) 

28. Which of the following mental health conditions has your 
school can’t child been diagnosed with? 

Please select one of the following responses for each diagnosis 
below: 

o Before school can't 
o After school can't started 
o Seeking diagnosis / suspected 
o Not applicable 

Diagnoses: 

• Chronic Fatigue Syndrome 

• Depression 

• Major Depressive Disorder 

• Emotional Regulation Disorder 

• Feeding / Eating Disorder 

• Gender Dysphoria 

• Generalised Anxiety Disorder 

• Oppositional Defiance Disorder 

• Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 

Other (please specify condition and whether before or after 
onset of school can't, seeking diagnosis or suspected) 

School Can’t Details 

PLEASE READ THE FOLLOWING BEFORE PROCEEDING:  

For the purposes of this survey School Can’t refers to a child’s 
inability to engage with formal full time education including 
attending or participating in: 

● mainstream 
● specialist 
● distance education 
● remote learning  
● home school environments 

School Can’t is experienced on a spectrum from mild to severe. 
Please use the following descriptors to rate the severity of 
school can’t for your child for each year that they have 
experienced school can’t. 

Mild school can’t: A child with mild school can’t might 
express a desire not to go to school but is still able to attend 
school most days. They might have several days a term where 
they cannot go to school. They may be persistently late to 
school because of their reluctance to go. They may report 
feeling unwell (tummy ache or headache). They may feel 
anxious on Sunday nights as the school week is about to start. 
They may be unable to complete school work either at home or 
at school. 

Severe School Can’t: A child with severe school can’t might 
be unable to attend school at all. Duration is often for more 
than 6 months. They may not be able to leave their bedroom or 
the house. They show signs of severe distress and or shutdown. 
They may develop atypical sleep patterns often awake all night 
and asleep during the day. They may show signs of self-harm, 
clinical depression, or severe anxiety. 

School Can’t often escalates over time. It is frequently episodic 
in nature returning in subsequent years to varying degrees. 

29. Thinking about the same school can't child, as for previous 
questions, how old was your child when they first 
experienced School Can't? 

30. How would you describe the severity of their most recent 
or current episode? 

• Mild 1 

• 2 

• 3 

• 4 

• Severe 5 

31. Can you please tell us why you have given the above 
rating? 

32. If your child is enrolled in distance education or 
mainstream school, how many weeks of schooling do you 
estimate that your child has missed in the past 12 
months? 

• Up to 2 weeks or up to 5% 

• 2 to 4 weeks or 5% to 10% 
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• Over 4 weeks to 8 weeks or 11% to 20% 

• Over 8 weeks to 12 weeks or 21% to 30% 

• Over 12 weeks to 16 weeks or 31% to 40% 

• Over 16 weeks to 20 weeks or 41% to 50% 

• Over 20 weeks to 24 weeks or 51% to 60% 

• Over 24 weeks to 28 weeks or 61% to 70% 

• Over 28 weeks to 32 weeks or 71% to 80% 

• Over 32 weeks to 36 weeks or 81% to 90% 

• Over 36 weeks or over 90% 

• Not enrolled in mainstream or distance education 
schooling 

• Unsure 

33. Still thinking about the same child and the past 2 years, 
with the exception of remote learning due to COVID, how 
many different schools or types of schooling have you 
tried in order to help your child engage with learning? 

(include engagement programs, flex schools, home 
schooling, distance education etc) 

34. And how many different schools or types of schooling 
have you tried since school can’t first started for this 
child? 

35. And thinking about the same child in the past 2 years, 
how helpful were the following clinicians or experts you 
have sought help from in relation to your School Can’t 
child? 

Please select one of the following responses for each clinician 
or expert below: 

o Not all helpful 1 
o 2 
o Neutral 3 
o 4 
o Very helpful 5 
o Not used 

Clinician or expert: 

• Counsellor 

• General Practitioner 

• Hospital Inpatient mental health service 

• Hospital Outpatient mental health service 

• Paediatrician 

• Private Psychiatrist 

• Private Psychologist 

• Publicly funded Child and Adolescent Mental health 
service (eg Headspace or CYMHS) 

• Occupational Therapist 

• Speech Therapist 

• Social Worker 

• Other (Please specify below) 

Please specify the other clinician or expert you sought help 
from. 

36. And how helpful have you found other community-based 
services you have accessed in the past 2 years to support 
this School Can't child? 

Please select one of the following responses for each 
community based service below: 

o Not at all helpful 1 
o 2 
o Neutral 3 
o 4 
o Very helpful 5 
o Not accessed 

Community based services: 

• Ambulance 

• Beyond Blue 

• Emergency Department 

• Kids Helpline 

• Lifeline 

• Parent peer support group (eg School Can’t or 
disability specific parent peer support) 

• Police 

• Support worker 

• Tutor 

• Youth worker 

• Other (Please specify below) 

37. And how helpful have you found school and Department 
of Education supports you have accessed in the past 2 
years for this School Can't child? 

Please select one of the following responses for each 
Department of Education service below: 

o Not at all helpful 1 
o 2 
o Neutral 3 
o 4 
o Very helpful 5 
o Not accessed 

Department of Education services: 

• Classroom teacher 

• Year level co-ordinator 

• Pastoral Care teacher 

• School teacher with special education / inclusive 
education qualification 

• School Wellbeing officer and/or school counsellor 

• School psychologist 

• Navigator program (Vic) or other outreach service 

• Department of Education – Distance education 
service 

• Department of Education – Regional Representative 

• Department of Education – Other 

• Other (Please specify below) 

School Can’t Statements 

Trigger warning. The statements in the following question may 
cause you to have some strong feelings and are not necessarily 
indicative of the views held by School Can’t (SPSR) Australia. 

38. Please indicate how you personally feel about the 
following statements: 

Please select one of the following responses for each statement 
below: 

o Strongly disagree 
o Disagree 
o Agree 
o Strongly agree 
o Not sure 

List of statements: 

• School Can’t can be remedied by teaching a child how 
to manage their worries 

• School Can’t can be remedied by teaching a child self 
regulation strategies 

• School Can’t is a reflection of ineffective parenting 

• School Can’t can be remedied by setting and 
enforcing clear boundaries 

• School Can’t can be remedied by making home a less 
hospitable place than school 

• School Can’t means your child is being disobedient 

• School Can’t is a response to stress 
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• School Can’t can be remedied by increasing a 
student’s tolerance for distress 

• School Can’t means that your child will have a poor 
outlook in life 

• School Can’t means a child is probably experiencing a 
difficulty at school 

• School Can’t means a child’s needs at school are not 
being met 

• It’s important to identify underlying issues and 
barriers at school 

• School Can’t parents need to push their children 
harder 

• School Can’t parents should use consequences to gain 
compliance 

• School Can’t children need home to be a safe space 

• School Can’t children need adults who are 
compassionate and not judgemental 

• School Can’t is a nervous system in flight mode or 
shutdown mode 

• School Can’t children are manipulating you to let 
them stay home 

• Wellbeing matters more than attendance 

• School can’t parents should use rewards to gain 
compliance 

• Parents of school can’t children are too 
accommodating of their children 

• School Can’t children should face their fears and 
attend school anyway 

• School Can’t children need well regulated adults both 
at home and at school. 

• School is a child’s job. Parents have to work and 
children have to go to school. 

• School Can’t is evidence that a child needs to become 
more resilient 

• Children should never be given a choice about 
whether they go to school or not 

• Adults should be aware of and responsive to a child’s 
capacity to attend school 

Aspects linked to school can't 

39. Are difficulties with any of the following linked to your 
child's school can't? 

Please select one of the following responses for each item 
below: 

o Yes 
o No 
o Maybe 
o Not known 

(Please note more detail can be provided at the end of this 
series of questions) 

List of items: 
Environment 

• Learning spaces didn’t meet student needs 

• No access to quiet space 

• Class or school size too big 
Sensory 

• Uniform sensory issues 

• Difficulty with classroom acoustics (eg noise level in 
classroom) 

• Difficulty with classroom climate (eg aircon, heating, 
drafts, ceiling fans) 

• Difficulty with classroom lighting, glare etc 

• Visual clutter in classrooms 
Emotional 

• Limited "safe" people and places at school 

• Pressure for full attendance 

• School was focused on behaviour management 

• Difficulty meeting teacher/school expectations 

• Unpredictability of daily school activities 

• Difficulty meeting expectations of self 

• Early experience of learning failure 

• Student didn’t feel safe to be themselves (needed to 
mask) 

40. And how about difficulties with any of the following being 
linked to your child's school can't? 

Please select one of the following responses for each item 
below: 

o Yes 
o No 
o Maybe 
o Not known 

List of items: 
Social / communication 

• Poor access to communication tools and supports: 
between child & teacher (eg AAC) 

• Difficulty communicating student distress to teacher 

• School staff unable to identify signs of distress 

• Poor access to communication between parent & 
teacher 

• Lack of friends, couldn’t find their tribe 

• Student has difficulty with a specific teacher 

• Student experienced social exclusion by peers 

• Student experienced bullying 

• Difficulty with group work 

• Behaviour of other students impacted sense of safety 
Cognitive 

• Difficulty with remembering things 

• Difficulty with executive functioning 

• Student difficulty with attention or focus 

• Difficulty with processing speed 

41. And, how about difficulties with any of the following being 
linked to your child's school can't? 

Please select one of the following responses for each item 
below: 

o Yes 
o No 
o Maybe 
o Not known 

List of items: 
Academic 

• Work too hard 

• Work too easy 

• Work not of interest 

• Difficulty with a specific subject or type of work 

• Curriculum / teaching not culturally responsive 

• Lack of explicit instruction 

• Lack of clearly documented expectations 
Disability Accommodation 

• Difficulty accessing disability friendly textbooks, 
online content, and handouts 

• Lack of individualised supports and planning 

• School placing responsibility on student to change 
instead of providing support 

• Lack of or poorly conceived reasonable adjustments 

• Lack of staff informed about disability needs 
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42. And, lastly how about difficulties with any of the following 
being linked to your child's school can't? 

Please select one of the following responses for each item 
below: 

o Yes 
o No 
o Maybe 
o Not known 

List of items: 
Structural 

• Length of school day 

• Early start times 

• Number of transitions / periods each day 

• Use of exclusionary discipline (eg suspension, 
expulsion, being sent home) 

• Gatekeeping, segregation, or partial enrolment 

• Exclusion from school activities 

• School leadership did not value inclusion 

• Lack of flexibility to accommodate student need 

• Lack of trauma informed staff 

• Focus on behaviourist practices 

• Execution of the curriculum (eg lack of explicit 
instruction / interest based / 

self directed learning) 
Physical 

• Difficulty with chronic pain 

• Difficulty with fatigue 

• Inadequate movement breaks 

• Difficulty eating at school 

 

43. In the past 2 years, have the following COVID related 
stressors impacted your child’s attendance at school... 

Please select one of the following responses for each item 
below: 

o Yes 
o No 
o Maybe 
o N/A 

List of items: 

• Negative experience of remote learning 

• Positive experience of remote learning 

• High rate of teacher absence 

• Difficulty due to missed learning 

• Anxiety about catching COVID 

• Masks made communication in the classroom difficult 

• Lack of support from peers during remote learning 

• Parents not allowed on school site to support 
transitions or attendance 

• Teacher stress leading to reduced capacity to provide 
support 

• Increased unpredictability 

• Difficulty transitioning from remote learning back to 
face-toface learning 

• Perception of self as learner impacted by experience 
of remote learning 

• Difficulty meeting expectations to work 
independently 

• COVID related illness in family resulted in interruption 
to learning 

• Routines interrupted 

• Remote learning removed sense of home being a 
refuge from school 

• Masks and sanitiser caused sensory difficulties 

• Lack/inadequate provision of disability related 
accommodations during remote learning 

• Lack of contact with peers 

Other (please specify) 

44. What, if any, further details would you like to share about 
how the school- based factors / stressors in the previous 
questions contributed to school can’t? 

45. Have there been family and personal impacts outside of 
the school environment (excluding disability or child's 
mental health) that have impacted your child's school 
can't? (eg loss of a family member, parental illness, 
impacted by natural disaster) 

• No 

• Yes (please list these impacts below) 

46. Has your child experienced any forms of exclusion or 
exclusionary practices subsequent to onset of school 
can’t? 

• Asked to leave school  

• Denied enrolment 

• Difficulty accessing enrolment due to history of school 
can’t  

• Difficulty accessing distance education 

• Other (please specify) 

• None of the above 

Impact on parents/carers and families 

We'd now like to ask you about the impacts on you and your 
family 

47. Please select the option below that best describes your 
current work status... 

• Working full-time 

• Working part time 

• Working casual 

• Self employed 

• Seeking employment 

• Studying full time 

• Studying part time 

• Home duties 

• Other (please specify) 

48. How many hours per week do you usually work? 

49. If school attendance difficulties were not an issue for you 
how many hours of paid employment per week would you 
like to do? 

50. Thinking about the past 5 years, how has School Can’t and 
associated caring responsibilities impacted on your ability 
to undertake paid employment? 

Please select all that apply. 

• Unable to work at all 

• Working casual work in place of permanent work 

• Working in a less demanding role 

• Working fewer hours than I would like 

• Have had to take unpaid leave from my employment 

• Have had to ask family or friends to care for my 
school can’t child so I could work  

• I have felt stressed about my ability to maintain my 
employment 

• No impact on my ability to work 

51. In relation to your employment situation has any of the 
following happened in the past 5 years? 

Please select all that apply. 
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• Career progression has been impacted 

• Lost a job because of caring responsibilities 

• Became /are self-employed due to caring 
responsibilities 

• Resigned from a job because of caring responsibilities 

• Changed work roles due to caring responsibilities 

• Changed working hours due to caring responsibilities 
eg working weekends or nights instead while partner 
/ relative cares for child 

• Working in less secure employment 

• Other impact on your employment or career (please 
specify) 

• No impact on my employment or career 

52. Do you receive any additional financial supports? 

Please select all that apply. 

• Carers payment 

• Carers allowance 

• Disability support pension 

• Job Seeker 

• Parenting payments 

• Assistance for Isolated Children payment 

• NDIS for yourself or your partner 

• NDIS for your school can’t child 

• Rental assistance 

• Other (please specify) 

• None of the above 

53. Which of the following best describes how having a child 
with School Can’t has impacted on your family’s financial 
situation? 

• No impact 

• Minimal impact 

• Coping but impacting longer term financial security 

• Coping but living frugally 

• Limiting ability to participate in usual family activities 
such as holidays 

• Impacting on ability to afford essentials eg. food, 
housing, transport, health and basic needs 

• Other (please specify) 

54. Has having a School Can't child impacted on your 
relationship with your partner? 

• Yes, in a positive way 

• Yes, in a negative way 

• No impact 

• Not applicable 

55. How has having a school can't child impacted on your 
relationships with your wider family, friends and informal 
support networks? 

(Please select all that apply) 

• I've had to reduce contact with some family and 
friends 

• I've had to cease contact with some family and friends 

• I've learned that I can't discuss my child's school 
attendance with some people 

• I've lost contact with the social connections I had at 
my child's school 

• I've found new friends who are understanding and 
supportive 

• There is no one in my social network that I can talk to 
about school can't 

• There are very few people in my social network that I 
can talk to about school can't 

• School Can't has led me to have a closer relationship 
with some family and friends. 

• I don't feel that my social relationships have been 
impacted much 

• Other (please specify) 

56. In the past 12 months, to what extent has having a School 
Can't child impacted on... 

Please select one of the following responses for each item 
below: 

o Positive impact 1 
o 2 
o 3 
o Neutral 4 
o 5 
o 6 
o Negative impact 7 
o N/A 

List of items: 

• Your physical health 

• Your mental health 

• Your perception of yourself as a parent 

57. Is there anything you would like to share about the impact 
on your physical health, mental health, and/or perception 
of yourself as a parent? 

58. What support for yourself have you accessed in the past 
12 months? 

Please select one of the following responses for each item 
below: 

o Have access 
o Wanted to but unable to access 
o Not needed and/or wanted 

List of items: 

• Visit the GP for own health needs 

• Consult with Psychologist for carer support 

• Consult with Social worker for carer support 

• Consult with Counsellor for carer support 

• Respite / child care while you have a break 

• Support with house cleaning 

• Able to attend a carer support group meeting 

• In home support from a support worker 

• Engage in regular exercise 

• Engage in activities you enjoy for pleasure 

59. What kinds of supports not listed above would you like to 
be able to access? 

60. What barriers to accessing carer support have you 
experienced? 

• Single parent with sole custody (no down time) 

• Unable to afford supports or activities 

• Waiting lists to access support 

• Unable to leave my chid unattended to access 
support 

• Unpredictability of school attendance 

• Caring for other children or family members 

• Don’t know who to ask for help 

• Overwhelmed and just surviving 

• Lack of free time 

• Other (please specify) 

• None of the above 

Being a Member of School Can’t 

We would now like to ask you about your experience of being 
a member of School Can’t (School Phobia School Refusal) 
Australia Parent Peer Support group. 
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(Not asked of non-members) 

61. Please tell us how much you agree or disagree with the 
following statements about how the School Can't (School 
Phobia School Refusal) Australia Parent Peer Support 
group has helped you... 

Please select one of the following responses for each item 
below: 

o Strongly disagree 1 
o 2 
o Neutral 3 
o 4 
o Strongly agree 5 

List of items: 

• Understand that my child is doing the best they can 

• Focus on identifying the problems underlying school 
can’t 

• Identify potential solutions to the problems impacting 
my child 

• Feel less alone and isolated 

• Feel less anxious about my child’s future 

• Support my child better 

• To identify appropriate supports 

• To be able to connect with my child better 

• To learn skills I need to support my child 

• To feel less stressed 

• To identify alternatives to mainstream education 

• To see education differently 

• To focus on my child’s mental health and well being 

• To reduce conflict with my school can’t child 

• To know what support I can expect from my child’s 
school 

• To be a better advocate for my child 

• To see school refusal differently 

• To feel better about myself as a parent 

• To have hope 

• To learn more about mental  health and wellbeing 

• Save my child’s life 

• Engage my child’s school in finding ways to support 
my child 

Access to Supports 

62. In the past 12 months, what barriers have you faced in 
accessing supports (medical, education and community 
based) for your School Can’t child? 

Please select all that apply. 

• Not knowing who to contact 

• Gaps between education, disability and family 
support services (eg NDIS doesn’t help with education 
or mental health) 

• School refusing access to external supports 

• Lengthy wait lists preventing timely access to 
assessments 

• Lengthy wait lists preventing timely access to medical 
or psychological care 

• Lengthy wait lists to access external to school re-
engagement programs 

• Cost of accessing privately funded supports 

• Cost of time off work to access supports 

• Parental overwhelm 

• Parental mental or physical health issues impacting 
help seeking capacity 

• Insufficient time to access supports for a whole family 

• Unpredictability of “school can’t” – seems OK and 
then suddenly not OK. 

• School denies there is a problem and won’t provide 
access to school based supports 

• Child / young person is too anxious to engage with 
supports 

• Unable to access suitable re-engagement programs 
near us 

• Child too traumatised / shutdown 

• School not following recommendations from experts 

• Not sure about other education options 

• Difficulty finding supportive people within the school 

• Waiting on a diagnosis to access supports 

• Difficulty finding clinicians who are trauma aware 

• Difficulty finding clinicians who understand school 
can’t 

• Difficulty engaging the school in exploring underlying 
issues 

• School difficult to communicate with 

• Feel uncomfortable attending meetings at school 

• I’ve been given poor advice in the past and am 
reluctant to seek help 

• I’ve been told by clinicians/school that my child is 
misbehaving 

• I’ve been told by clinicians/school that it is my fault 
my child stays home 

• I’ve been told that I just have to make life unpleasant 
at home and they will go to school 

• Other (please specify) 

• None of the above 

School Can’t Recovery / Response 

63. Have you ever felt that your child’s mainstream school 
pushed them out? 

• Yes 

• No 

• Not applicable 

64. Has your School Can't child's mainstream school ever 
obstructed your request to enrol in an alternative learning 
environment? 

• Yes 

• No 

• Not applicable 

65. In the past 2 years have you been threatened with or had 
any of the following happen due to your child’s School 
Can’t? 

Please select one of the following responses for each event 
below: 

o Yes threatened 
o Yes it happened 
o No 

List of events: 

• Referral to child protection in your state 

• Court proceedings 

• Issued with a fine 

• Police attending your home to escort your child to 
school 

• Principal / school employee coming to your home to 
escort your child to school 

• Received a letter warning you of consequences if you 
don’t send your child to school 

• Told your enrolment would be terminated or you 
would have to leave the school 

• Your child excluded from significant school events 
such as: graduation, end of year celebrations, camp, 
school formal due to reduced attendance 
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• Told your child’s future prospects in life will be 
impacted due to their 

• attendance 

• Your school can’t child’s attendance will exclude them 
from applying for leadership positions 

• Other (please specify) 

Your thoughts on School Can’t 

Following are a number of questions for you to tell us what you 
think about these aspects of School Can't. 

Learning and Education system 

66. What things have made a difference to help your child re-
engage with learning? 

67. In relation to the Education system what could be done to 
prevent school can’t? 

68. In relation to the Education system what would help 
support your child when they are experiencing school 
can’t? 

Health system 

69. In relation to the Health system (including NDIS) what 
could be done to help prevent school can’t? 

70. In relation to the Health system (including NDIS) what 
would help support your child when they are experiencing 
school can’t? 

Learning environment 

71. In relation to the learning environment/school what 
changes might help prevent school can’t? 

72. In relation to the learning environment / school what 
would help support your child when they are experiencing 
school can’t? 

73. Thinking about your child and your family, what supports 
(not already mentioned in your responses to the 
questions above) would help prevent school can’t or 
support your child when they are experiencing school 
can’t? 

74. Finally, is there anything else you would like to tell us 
about your experience of School Can't that we haven't 
already covered? 

75. I confirm I am a current member of School Can’t (School 
Phobia School Refusal) Australia’s online parent peer 
support group. 

• Yes 

• No 
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19.3 Testimonies of School Can’t Parents/Carers: 

The following testimonies were provided by 
parents of School Can’t (SPSR) Australia in 
2022 when we asked for their feedback about 
how the group had supported them with their 
child’s school can’t journey.   

Response 1 

When a child can’t go to school you lose all your support 
and networks, often work becomes very difficult or 
impossible, your child needs understanding, their needs 
need to be investigated, they need strong support 
personally and advocacy, school administrators become 
demanding. Life becomes stressful but yet suddenly it 
becomes impossible to share parent to parent support, 
at the school gate, for a quick coffee and you often don’t 
know what to say and how to protect your child’s 
privacy but stay connected to school communities. In 
short, you and your child become isolated at the time 
you most need community support and understanding. 
This is what this group provides- as well as practical 
support, more than anything it’s the understanding and 
support of others walking the same path. It helps us just 
about keep our heads above water.’  

Mum of ASD GAD 9 year old 

Response 2 

After many years of school can’t my son’s transition into 
yr 7 tipped him into a mental health crisis and burnout. 
This affected the whole family and we were spiralling 
into a dark place. 

I had never felt so isolated and alone, I had no idea what 
was happening or how to fix it. Neither did any 
professionals or school staff. I hadn’t found anyone who 
understood and I had been searching for years. I found 
this group and I feel like it literally saved our lives. I’m so 
grateful to everyone here. 

Single parent to school can’t autistic 15yr old boy 

Response 3 

With the support of this group I have been able to seek 
the right professional help and advocate for my sons 
disability. Prior to finding this group we were heading on 
a path which I now have learned was further damaging 
my school can’t child and adding to the trauma he 
experienced at school from unmet needs. 

I am so grateful for this support which has helped me to 
find answers leading him on the right path and the road 
of recovery. 

Having a school can’t child is deeply isolating, has huge 
financial and other major impacts to families. We 
continue to struggle. This group was honestly our 
saviour. 

Mum to school can’t autistic (and pathological demand 
avoidant) and ADHD 10 year old 

Response 4 

I felt so alone, isolated and such a failure as a parent 
with regards to my school can’t daughter. She is the 
youngest of eight children and prior to her I had never 
experienced any issues with my other children attending 
school. This really floored (sic) me. I constantly received 
pressure and unhelpful advice from my extended family, 
particularly my aging parents who felt it was a discipline 
issue. But then I stumbled upon this wonderful site and 
was relieved in the fact that I was not alone in this 
journey. I have learn’t so much through other people’s 
stories on this site and eventually sort assessment and 
diagnosis for my daughter. If it wasn’t for this site I’m 
not sure we would have got so far as we have in 
providing the assistance and approach that my daughter 
desperately needed. She is now attending 100% at an 
“alternative” school, is far less stressed and a lot happier 
with life. 

Response 5 

As a result of this group, when I enter difficult meetings 
with school, I no longer feel alone. Instead I feel 
informed, knowledgeable and supported. I am able to 
use all I have learnt from this group along with their 
strength to better advocate for my child and to improve 
their outcomes. The leaders of this group should be 
considered for citizens awards for what they have done 
to support so many families and to shed light on this 
debilitating and stressful issue affecting thousands of 
Australian children. Without them we would not have 
come as far as we have in advocating for the health of 
happiness of these young Australians who are 
experiencing debilitating distress just trying to attend 
school like every other child.  

Mum to 8 year old with GAD 

Response 6 

I found this group early in our journey, when I was 
struggling to get Ms 9 to school, but still insisting she go 
unless demonstrably ill. This was the rule when I was a 
kid, after all. Reading the stories and approaches here, I 
realised my error, and changed the way I parent. We 
now work together to understand and overcome the 
barriers, and if that's not possible, well, sometimes a 
doona day is good for both of us. 

Our relationship was suffering from my fixed idea of 
what was 'acceptable', but a few months later, she is 
relaxing and opening up to me again. She is far less 
anxious about school and more open to learning, too. 
We are also both now being assessed for ASD and 
ADHD, partly thanks to information I learned in this 
group! 

Without this kind of peer support, I may have 
permanently damaged my kid's relationship with both 
me and with school and learning. Thank you for existing. 
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Response 7 

Until I found this group I felt like I was doing something 
wrong as a parent. The trauma-informed advice here 
helped me repair my relationship with my children.  

Mum of 2 school can’t teens, diagnosed late with 
ADHD, anxiety, autism 

Response 8 

As a result of this group I realised I wasn’t alone. I was 
able to advocate for my child and explain to others why I 
was using a particular approach. It has also given my 
more information to help others in my career, and I 
know can support people in my role at work as I have a 
deeper understanding of what they are going through. 

Response 9 

Before finding this group I had no idea how many people 
were in the same situation. You feel so alone and 
alienated by school can’t. You lose networks that would 
be available to you in other circumstances like the other 
parents at school, or sports clubs etc. Places that used to 
be warm and welcoming become hostile and 
judgemental.  

Mum of 2 school can’t (9 with ASD and anxiety, 14 with 
ASD, ADHD,ODD and anxiety) 

Response 10 

I was so fortunate to be informed about this group by a 
family friend. In the 5+ years that my daughter has been 
experiencing a range of mental and physical health 
challenges and has been diagnosed (late) as autistic 
(PDA profile) and ADHD, it has been a key source of 
excellent information and sharing for people going 
through similar, yet unique challenges. The reality is that 
currently school staff and health professionals usually 
don't have the knowledge and skills to adequately 
support students with very complex needs and this 
group has developed a wealth of expertise through lived 
experience and drawing on the work of worldwide 
leaders in the field. It can be very isolating for parents 
who lose their networks when their child isn't able to 
attend school (and sometimes other activities), and 
having this group is so beneficial. I would love to see 
further advocacy, education and resources available to 
all, not just to the lucky ones who happen to know 
someone who is in this group.  

Parent of autistic School Can't child, age 17y 

Response 11 

Even as a teacher with 20+ years’ experience, I was still 
blind-sided by School Can’t. After initially feeling like a 
failure, I realised how the system is failing so many 
students, & how much of it is teachers being unaware. 
This group has been a lifeline of support, 
encouragement & resources to help shift us from feeling 
like failures to realising we are not alone & there are 
many ways through the education maze. 

Mum of 2 School Can’ts, aged 16 & 14. 

Response 12 

I have learnt so much in this group. Most importantly we 
are not alone in this journey and each child just has their 
own path. It has empowered me with informative 
information so to fight for my son and I’m so grateful for 
that.  

Mother to an ASD and ADHD son aged 13. 

Response 13 

With finding this group I found support. We were no 
longer alone. I was able to learn and change my 
mindset, understanding and thinking. I became a better 
advocate and support to my child and was able to 
rebuild our connection after many years of old hat 
unhelpful "make her go" advice. Understanding that it's 
"can't go not won't go" changed our lives and I truly 
believes saved our child. Our son now benefits from the 
ongoing support of this group and hopefully his journey 
will be one without school based and academic trauma.  

Mother of four children, two of whom are autistic with 
ADHD and experience school can't ages 9 and 17 

Response 14 

Individually we can feel our backs to the wall and 
isolated, on a burn out loop. Facing ongoing meetings 
and gatekeepers, possible gaslighting conversations 
ongoing from multiple directions; public, private and 
professional settings. The group creates a community 
that is empowering, honest and helps us in turn 
empower our kids to share their words and needs going 
forward.  

Mum to 4 neurodiverse individuals 8 to 14 

Response 15 

I’ve only just discovered this group. The connection to 
other parents going through the same thing, to feel 
understood, and the realisation that I’m not alone in this 
journey has had a positive impact on my own mental 
health. The advice on how to help my child on a practical 
level and how to navigate some of the bureaucracy 
around his inability to attend school has been 
invaluable. The online forum is perfect - because 
sometimes my child’s anxiety level means we can’t get 
out of the house. My child and I are not alone in this 
now. 

Mum of an 11 year old with severe anxiety disorder 

Response 16 

When my School Can’t child started to have panic 
attacks and constant anxiety, I thought it was a 
medication issue. We tried a few different meds with no 
change. It as getting worse, and school attendance was 
less than 50%. We tried learning plans, counselling and 
changing schools to no avail, and attendance dropped to 
around 5%. Since joining this group, I have learnt that I 
am not alone, and I am not a failure as a parent. What I 
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had was a failure of information. I didn’t know about 
alternatives to mainstream schooling or different 
diagnosis that may be contributing to their difficulties. 
This group gave me the courage to pull my child out of 
school to help them recover. It also led us to an Autism 
diagnosis, and helped us find an alternative school much 
more suited to my child’s interests and ability to learn. 
We now have a much more positive outlook for next 
year.  

Mother of an Autistic ADHD Anxious School Can’t 16yo 

Response 17 

I watched my child’s mental health decline. All the while 
school was telling me I had to force myself to take my 
child to school, and make home traumatic so school was 
more appealing. The icing on this cake was legal threats 
from the education department for my refusal/inability 
to force my child. Their mental health is still affected 
with PTSD from the cruel punishments and treatment 
from both primary and secondary schools.  

Exclusion from school camp, exclusion due to disability 
and staff physically dragging my child from the 
classroom will linger as trauma for many years.  

Mum to 19 year old diagnosed with ADHD PDA Autism 
PTSD Anxiety Depression GAD 

Response 18 

This group has provided me with emotional support and 
so many a-ha moments. In a new town with no family or 
friends, I actually don’t know what I would have done 
without it. When School Can’t hits it can be an incredibly 
lonely place. I’ve been educated by its members and 
pointed in the direction of so many resources, so I could 
then advocate for my son with school and the medical 
system. It’s also helped me talk to my husband and 
children and help them understand what’s going on. I 
can’t thank this community enough.  

Mum to anxious, School Can’t 8yr old son 

Response 19 

School had no ideas other than 'you just have to 
encourage them to go'. They made vague efforts to 
implement 'supportive' strategies without 
understanding the basic problem - if the child can't trust 
that their needs will be met at school, because they 
have experienced many many occasions when their 
needs were not met, how can they possibly feel safe? 
How can they possibly learn? This group has been so 
validating to show me that I wasn't crazy - my child 
really was being traumatised by school, and so are many 
others all over the country. Thanks for giving me the 
courage to acknowledge it wasn't working, and try 
something else. Now I'm connected with other parents 
going through the same thing, I feel hopeful that we can 
advocate for better options for our kids.  

Mum of one perfectly happy school attender, and one 
autistic school can't 

 

 

Response 20 

This group has provided a space to share and learn from 
others in a similar situation in a safe, non judgemental 
way. I so enjoy the trauma informed support that is in 
opposition to the current behavioural paradigm in 
schools. It has been immensely helpful in my not feeling 
so alone, isolated and rejected which is how it feels 
when you are having to constantly advocate for your 
child in the current system. The impact of this difficulty 
on families can not be understated. I am saddened that 
my only real choice has been to home educate.  

Parent of an autistic 7yo school can't 

Response 21 

The help from this group meant that my child was able 
to complete Years 9 and 10 through Distance Education. 
I learned strategies to cope with the local public school 
and the Education Department. This Facebook group 
literally changed my and my child's life for the better. It 
has also meant that I don't feel so isolated and alone. 

Response 22 

The lack of support and understanding I’ve felt for my 
10yo ASD daughter in her school can’t journey since 
prep - at all level from parents to teachers to school 
admin staff - made me feel isolated and judged. I could 
see the trauma school created for my daughter over five 
years and had to climb mountains to get others to 
understand this wasn’t just me being soft/letting her 
have her own way. I judged myself enough let alone the 
judgement I felt from others. This Facebook group has 
been my saviour. Literally. It helped me further feel my 
daughter and I were not alone, that her school trauma 
and inability to cope with the school environment was 
very real, and has helped empower me to empower my 
daughter. So much that I overcame the fear of what 
might happen because of her extremely low attendance 
and take her out of school to try something new next 
year through Virtual Schools Victoria. I have support in 
this community, people who listen, give advice when I 
need and help me set more realistic expectations of the 
future. I couldn’t cope without the support of this 
incredible Facebook community - all parents with an 
incredibly stressful misunderstood experience of having 
a school can’t child. All grappling with a system that 
doesn’t cater to their child’s needs at all. We fight a real 
fight daily for our children and this group helps me to 
stand strong. 

Response 23 

Day 2 of year 7 my daughter started her school can’t 
journey. She had been a bright, sporty, popular year 6 
school captain. It hit us like a sledgehammer. After 6 
months of virtually no attendance and me coercing and 
cajoling which I now regret, she slowly made her way 
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back. Then struggled again, followed by attending again. 
And so began the 6 year roller coaster of high school.  

Year 10 she had an ADHD diagnosis. She is now in year 
12 completing her HSC after a choppy 2 years through 
COVID. She was determined to stay to the end despite 
our acceptance of other alternatives including 
unschooling. She has cut it down to 3 subjects which is 
more doable but some days she is still completely 
unable to engage.  

Such is the TRAUMA of school can’t.  

If it wasn’t for this group I don’t know where we’d be. 
The conversations here made me realise we were not 

alone and allowed me to breathe through the hardest 
times. Through calming my nervous system slightly my 
daughter was able to coregulate through me. I realised 
the most important thing was her mental health and 
self-worth. She is an impressive adult now about to 
leave the school system and continue her life education 
however she wants to.  

The compassion and understanding exchanged in this 
group is actually life saving and l’ll be forever grateful. 

Member School Can’t (SPSR) Australia’s  Facebook 
group, Testimonial sent to admin via Facebook 

Messenger , Used with permission. 
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