
Established 1970
Charity number 1113403

school.  It all started when she became ill 
one time while at school.  A few days later 
she started complaining about having a 
stomach ache in the morning and 
expressed not wanting to go to school.  
Since that time, it has been an almost  
constant problem.  We suspected a 
problem at school but after talking with her 
teacher, we found out that our daughter is 
doing ok.  She’s new to the school but has 
adjusted ok.  She may be a bit under 
stress due to the increased responsibility.  
She tends to be a perfectionist and is a bit 
sensitive when it comes to what other 
children think of her.”

Why does school phobia start?
There are many reasons why school 
phobia develops.

Possible trigger factors are:

• Negative experiences at school – for  
 example, being chosen last for a team  
 during PE which may be interpreted by  
 a child as being unpopular and   
 unneeded.
• Academic stress – particularly around  
 exam time.
• Difficulties at home - for example, sick  
 siblings or parents, divorce or marital  
 difficulties.
• There are often problems around new  
 siblings when they arrive which may   
 leave elder children feeling threatened.
• After a prolonged absence from school.
• After starting a new school – fearing   
 they will have difficulty making new   
 friends.
• Following illness.

Occasionally school phobia results from 
bullying and so it is important to investigate 
this.

School phobia has always been with us 
but it is only in the past couple of years 
that it has begun to be recognised as a 
legitimate problem.  Until recent years, 
school phobic children were thought to be 
over-dependent on their mothers, spoilt or 
just plain awkward.

Society is, however, eventually beginning 
to realise that school is not always the 
most child-friendly of places and school 
phobia now represents a term used to 
describe a child’s sheer ‘terror’ of school.

Current thoughts on school phobia suggest 
that there are two types of school phobia.  
The first generally affects younger children 
and is described as being a result of 
separation anxiety due to them being 
unaccustomed to being away from home.  
The second type accounts for most cases 
of school phobia and affects children 
between the ages of 8 and13 years.  A 
child’s source of anxiety in this type is the  
uncomfortable feelings around school.  
Such children tend to be sensitive in nature 
and fear being criticised and evaluated by 
other children.  A proportion of this group 
of school phobic children are frightened by 
specific school-orientated activities such as 
attending assembly or reading out aloud in 
class.

The majority of the children who fit into the 
second category of school phobia will 
usually continue to attend school, albeit 
with great difficulty and discomfort.  They 
will, however, be extremely anxious about 
this.

Case Study
“My wife and I are at a loss what to do 
about our eight year old daughter.  She 
complains almost every day about a 
stomach ache in the morning before 

What are the symptoms of school 
phobia?
Frequent complaints of sore throats, 
tummy aches and headaches which 
subside after the child is allowed to stay at 
home, only to reappear the next morning 
before school.  Other symptoms are: crying 
and dizziness at the thought of school, 
sweating, hyperventilating, sleeplessness, 
digestive problems and bed-soiling.

What can be done?
Because there are many causes of school 
phobia, it is often necessary to link the 
treatment to the problem.  Any child who 
has school phobia is experiencing stress 
and the cause of this stress naturally 
needs to be investigated if the problem is 
to be overcome.

In the UK, parents are bound by law to 
ensure their children attend school 
regularly and will receive a visit from the 
Educational Welfare Officer if they do not.  
This can result in more pressure being put 
on the child, which will only exacerbate the 
problem.  Having said this, there are lots of 
things that can be done as a parent to 
help.

What can I do as a parent?
1. Sit down with your child and try to find  
 out the cause of their anxiety and   
 unhappiness.  It is important at this   
 stage to rule out bullying or academic  
 problems.
2. Try to stay calm and rational.  
 Threatening the child with unpleasant  
 alternatives will only increase their   
 anxiety.
3. Arrange a meeting to speak with a   
 member of staff at the school who you  
 feel is supportive of the child.  
 Emphasise that you are genuinely   
 concerned and that the child is not just  
 playing truant.  It is very likely that your  
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 child’s problem will already have been  
 noticed by staff members in any case.
4. If after having done the above you have  
 failed to get anywhere, speak to your  
 child’s GP and ask them to refer the   
 child to Child and Adolescent Mental  
 Health Services.  The child needs to be  
 able to discuss their fears and cannot  
 always do this with relatives or   
 teachers.  Discuss the problem too with  
 your Educational Welfare Officer.
5. Try to devise a gradual re-introduction  
 to school plan, which is acceptable to  
 the child and school.  The key to school  
 phobia is to reintroduce the child to   
 school in small stages.
6. Praise the child for every achievement  
 they make, however small it seems.
7. Contact other families with similar   
 experiences.  This can be done via   
 Anxiety UK.
8. Teach your child coping strategies for  
 dealing with anxiety, panic attacks, etc.

Further reading
Some of the books listed below are 
available at the Anxiety UK shop at 
www.anxietyuk.org.uk/shop or over the 
telephone on 08444 775 774. 
By purchasing through Anxiety UK, you 
are also helping to support the charity. 

Troubled Children: A Fresh Look at 
School Phobia
Patricia Knox

Coping with an Anxious or Depressed 
Child
Dr Sam Cartwright-Hatton

Overcoming your Child’s Fears and 
Worries
Dr Cathy Creswell & Dr Lucy Willets
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Step Guide for Parents
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