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INTRODUCTION

Childhood anxiety disorders (including school and other phobias) are a growing area of concern and research.  These problems have potentially serious implications for childhood development and for adult life.

Because anxiety disorders are often present in more than one family member, research is focusing on genetic implications.  Experts believe that children are likely to develop anxiety disorders when they 1) have a predisposing genetic trait, 2) live in an environment that teaches certain patterns of behavior and 3) experience certain forms of stress.  In other words, the existence of a phobia (including school phobia) may indicate that a child has a genetic vulnerability and has experienced the environmental conditions that can lead to the development of an adult anxiety disorder.
Anxiety disorders can be crippling and devastating, causing financial, educational, psychological and behavioral problems.  They can destroy family and other relationships; even lead to suicide.  For example, phobias coupled with depression (a common occurrence) may play a major role in youth suicide.  Furthermore, research indicates that nearly 20% of Panic Disorder patients attempt suicide.  It is not known how large this figure might be if all anxiety disorders are considered.

In retrospect, many adult anxiety disordered patients remember that school phobia was the initial cue that they would later develop panic disorder.  These findings are a warning signal that educators and mental health professionals nationwide should be attempting to identify and treat children with school phobia.
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Early identification and treatment of school phobia is essential to reducing the risk of later problems.  Preadolescents with acute school phobia who are identified and treated quickly and successfully should sustain no lasting educational or psychological deficits.  On the other hand, however, adolescents with chronic school phobia may miss an important part of their preliminary education, thereby sustaining serious and, possibly, long-term educational deficits.  These children may also suffer a loss of self-esteem and confidence, causing social and psychological problems in their development.
The purpose of this booklet is to inform parents, educators and other professionals of the nature and dangers of school phobia, and to provide information concerning how to identify and quickly find help for these children.  The quality of a child’s life (indeed, the child’s life itself) may depend on your understanding of this disorder.

                                                                                              Cyma J. Siegel, R.N.

                                                                                              Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                              William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS A DEFINITION OF SCHOOL PHOBIA?
School phobia is a common childhood behavior problem that refers to a child’s refusal to attend school, often accompanied by irrational fears, physical complaints, temper tantrums and panic or anxiety related to school attendance.  Another term for school phobia is “school refusal.”
WHAT IS THE CAUSE OF SCHOOL PHOBIA?

There is no single cause for this disorder; rather, there may be a number of different causes.  For example, factors that may cause a child to develop school phobia include undiagnosed physical illness, disturbed family relationships, and the death of a loved one, separation anxiety, depression, frequent school changes, situational stress or a history of psychiatric problems in one or more family members.  Furthermore, school phobia may arise from something as simple as the beginning of a new school year, attending a new school, having a new teacher or trouble with a teacher or classmate.
WHO IS AT RISK TO DEVELOP SCHOOL PHOBIA?

Children who are especially at risk to develop school phobia include:  1) children whose family members have a history of anxiety disorders; 2) those whose families are experiencing emotional or physical problems; 3) those who have not been separated from their mother or father before entering school and 4) those with an undiagnosed physical problem that may cause the symptoms of school phobia (brain tumor, minimal brain damage or Wilson’s Disease) or make school such an unpleasant experience (learning disability, hearing or vision loss) that a phobia develops.

WHAT TRAITS DO CHILDREN WITH SCHOOL PHOBIA SHARE?

Many children with school phobia display traits of unusual conscientiousness, eagerness to please and a tendency toward conformity.  They frequently are shy and introverted, behaviorally inhibited, uncomfortable away from parents or home and not very interactive with others.  They may be anxious about other things besides school, or have other phobias.
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ARE THERE OTHER PHOBIAS THAT MAY BE PRESENT?
The phobic child may dread an uncommon disaster or be afraid of the dark, noises, animals, insects, crowds or other objects and situations.  In some cases, these children may also suffer from other childhood anxiety disorders.

ARE THERE OTHER DISORDERS THAT MAY BE PRESENT?

More than one disorder may be present in the school phobic child.  For example, depression and other childhood anxiety disorders are often associated with school phobia.  Another possibility is the presence of a learning disability, sight or hearing problem that has made school difficult and fearful for the child.

DOES SCHOOL PHOBIA LAST?

School phobia may be an ACUTE RESPONSE to a particular situation that lasts until the situation is remedied.  Examples of an acute response may include the recent birth of a sibling, death in the immediate family, parental divorce or entering a new school.  School phobia may also be a CHRONIC PROBLEM that lasts a long time.  Examples of a chronic problem may include the absence of a clear precipitating event, a history of prior school phobia, the presence of severe personality disturbance in the child, or a prolonged history of significant family crisis.
DO CHILDREN RECOVER COMPLETELY FROM SCHOOL PHOBIA?
The prognosis is relatively good for preadolescent children who 1) receive timely and appropriate intervention and 2) whose phobia relates to a temporary family or school situation.  Conversely, the prognosis is relatively poor for older children who experience this complex disorder that increases in severity with the length of time before onset and resolution.  Therefore, the sooner intervention occurs, the lower the risk that the phobia will recur or progress to chronic school refusal.
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WHAT AGE AND SEX CHILDREN ARE MOST LIKELY TO BE SCHOOL PHOBIC?
School phobia peaks between the ages of five and seven, when children first enter school, again at the ages of 11 and 12, when they leave elementary school, and again at age 14.  School phobia is nearly equally divided between boys and girls.  The incidence of school phobia is between three and 17 per thousand school-age children per school year.

WHAT ARE SOME BEHAVIORAL SYMPTOMS OF SCHOOL PHOBIA?
Children with school phobia may become very anxious, even hysterical when on the way to school.  They also may refuse to leave home or the car, not allow their parents to leave the classroom or school building, find ways to “escape” from school or develop physical symptoms that will allow them to stay at home or return home.  These children frequently visit the school nurse with a variety of physical complaints, hoping the nurse will send them home.

WHAT ARE SOME PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS OF SCHOOL PHOBIA?
Children with school phobia may complain of headaches, stomachaches, muscle aches and other physical symptoms.  They also may exhibit poor appetite, nausea, diarrhea, weakness or fainting, especially at breakfast time.  These physical symptoms usually disappear once the time to begin school has passed.

ARE THESE PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS REAL?

To children with school phobia, these symptoms ARE real.  They actually feel ill and only find relief when the fear of school is gone.  As a result, many parents, educators and other adults may feel the child is “malingering” because the symptoms disappear when the threat of school has passed.
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HOW DOES ONE IDENTIFY PHYSICAL PROBLEMS OR RULE THEM OUT?

A complete physical examination by a qualified physician or bio-psychiatrist can help to determine whether there are serious physical problems producing the symptoms of school phobia.  Although uncommon, there have been reported cases where brain tumors or other rare diseases caused the symptoms of school phobia.

ARE THERE EFFECTIVE TREATMENTS FOR SCHOOL PHOBIA?

Common treatment approaches may include individual therapy, family counseling, anti-panic or anti-anxiety medications, behavioral and cognitive interventions.  Experts generally agree that it is VERY important to keep the child in school and to treat the problem quickly.  The sooner intervention occurs, the less likely the phobia will progress to chronic school refusal.

WHY IS EARLY IDENTIFICATION AND TREATMENT IMPORTANT?

The untreated school phobic child quickly develops poor self-esteem and a sense of failure.  Furthermore, frequent absences interfere with the learning process and the development of emotional maturity.  Research shows that early identification and appropriate treatment of school phobia can prevent the development of later and more serious problems.  Children who are untreated as the early acute stages tend to become chronic school refusers.  There is also the danger that the school phobic child may have other, more serious, anxiety disorders.

WHO SHOULD DIAGNOSE AND DETERMINE TREATMENT FOR SCHOOL PHOBIA?

Educators and parents are usually the first to identify that a child has a problem related to school attendance.  Those professionals who are best equipped to diagnose and determine treatment for school phobia are 1) PHYSICIANS, such as pediatricians, bio-psychiatrists and child psychiatrist, and 2) PSYCHOLOGISTS, such as child and school psychologists.
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WHAT IS THE MOST EFFECTIVE TREATMENT FOR SCHOOL PHOBIA?
To decide the most effective treatment for a case of school phobia, the professional must first determine if the child is experiencing simple school phobia or some other childhood anxiety disorder.  For example, children with simple school phobia generally require behavioral treatment – not medication.  When the cause of the child’s school phobia relates to a temporary family disturbance, such as illness, death or a new baby, however, short-term family therapy may be helpful.  Conversely, if other anxiety disorders are present, treatment may be more complex – perhaps requiring medication, behavioral treatment and long-term individual and family counseling.

WHAT ARE ANTI-PANIC AND ANTI-ANXIETY MEDICATIONS?
There are several types of medications that are generally effective in the treatment of anxiety disorders, including the tricyclic antidepressants and benzodiazines, both of which will usually block panic and reduce anxiety.  Medication treatment for simple school phobia is not usually required.

HOW CAN EDUCATORS HELP CHILDREN WITH SCHOOL PHOBIA?

Educators are usually among the first to identify a child with school phobia and to set treatment in motion by referring the child and his or her parents for professional intervention.  They can also help to implement behavioral treatment plans, which may require deviation from the school’s normal operating patterns.  Teachers who are in daily contact with the school phobic child can participate in the behavioral plan and positively reinforce attendance and other gains made by the child.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP CHILDREN WITH SCHOOL PHOBIA?

Parents must insist on regular school attendance, regardless of the child’s excuses, pleas, fears and tears.  Parents should also consistently reinforce the child’s attendance and treatment plan, praising any appropriate behavioral gains.  When the child does miss school, parents should make home seem less appealing, perhaps by limiting or excluding television, entertainment and treats.  Restricting the child’s intake of caffeine, sugar and other stimulants, and encouraging regular physical exercise, may help to reduce the child’s overall anxiety.  Family counseling can help parents better understand and deal with the school phobic child by providing behavioral guidance and emotional support. 
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HOW A CASE OF SCHOOL PHOBIA
SHOULD BE HANDLED

Early identification and treatment of school phobia is essential to helping children overcome this problem and to reducing the possibility that they will experience further educational and psychological problems due to the school phobia.  Suspected school phobia should follow a progression of events that ensures successful diagnosis, treatment and recovery for the child.  At each step of this progression, certain actions should take place.

(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)
SCHOOL PHOBIA SUSPECTED – The initial stage of school phobia often involves a preadolescent child, is usually acute and generally has strong potential for a good prognosis.  To ensure the potential for a good prognosis, the person who suspects that a child is school phobic should initiate immediate and appropriate action.

INITIATE IMMEDIATE AND APPROPRIATE ACTION – The initiator (usually a parent, teacher or school nurse) takes immediate action by contacting the appropriate people and informing them of their suspicion.  Parents who are initiators will want to consult their family physician and the child’s teacher.  Educators who are initiators will want to notify the child’s parent(s) and other school personnel (administrator, teacher, nurse, psychologist or counselor).
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FORMULATE AN INTERVENTION PLAN – Everyone involved in the case should meet and 1) discuss pertinent information about the child, 2) recognize the nature of the problem, 3) share knowledge about school phobia and anxiety disorders and 4) formulate an intervention plan.  Here are a number of questions related to the intervention plan that require answers.  Who will determine whether there are physical problems producing the symptoms of school phobia?  Are there family problems or events that may be causing the child’s fears?  How can all involved help assure the child of her or his safety?  Will positive reinforcement be part of the treatment plan?

MEDICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH INTERVENTION – A medical professional who is familiar with school phobia and the physical illnesses that can mimic its symptoms should examine the child.  Similarly, a mental health professional (child psychiatrist, child psychologist or school psychologist) should determine if further diagnosis or treatment is required.  Individual or family therapy may prove beneficial.

FOLLOW THROUGH WITH THE TREATMENT PLAN – Everyone involved in the case should follow through with their respective roles and functions in the treatment plan.  Share information and progress reports.  Adjust the treatment plan – by mutual consent – according to how the child is responding (either negatively or positively).  Treatment should continue until the school phobia and its cause(s) have been resolved. 
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POSSIBLE CAUSES OF SCHOOL PHOBIA

There is no single cause for this disorder; rather, there may be a number of different causes.  Research into this area of childhood anxiety disorders is evolving but incomplete.  The following is a partial list of possible causes of school phobia.
· Attending a new school

· Beginning a new school year

· Birth of a sibling

· Concurrent anxiety disorder(s) or phobia(s)

· Death of a loved one

· Depression

· Disturbed family relationship(s)

· Family member(s) with a history of anxiety disorders

· Family member(s) with a history of psychiatric problems

· Family member(s) experiencing emotional or physical problems

· Frequent school changes

· Having a new teacher

· Initial separation from parent(s) or caretaker(s)

· Irrational fear(s)

· Learning disabilities

· Parental separation or divorce

· Poor ego development

· Problems with classmate(s)

· Problems with teacher(s)

· Severe personality disturbance

· Sight or hearing problem(s)

· Situational stress

· Undiagnosed physical illness
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POSSIBLE SYMPTOMS OF SCHOOL PHOBIA

Although every child is different, there are some common symptoms usually present for most school phobic children.  If a child has many other fears, phobias or a generalized high anxiety, consider the possible existence of other childhood anxiety disorders that may need treatment.  The following is a partial list of possible symptoms of school phobia.

· Anxious or hysterical behavior when on the way to school

· Inhibited behavior

· Consistently poor grades

· Consistently uncompleted schoolwork

· Crying before, on the way to or at school
· Expressed fear of school

· Frequent absences from school

· Frequent complaints of headaches

· Frequent complaints of muscle aches

· Frequent complaints of stomachaches

· Frequent visits to the school nurse

· Little or poor interaction with peers

· Nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, weakness or fainting, especially before school

· Physical symptoms that disappear after the threat of school attendance has passed

· Poor appetite at breakfast

· Refusal to allow parent to leave school

· Refusal to leave the car at school

· Temper tantrums related to school attendance
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HOW EDUCATORS CAN HELP CHILDREN WITH SCHOOL PHOBIA

Educators are usually the first professionals to notice that a child may have school phobia.  Educators may also need to initiate the process of identification and diagnosis as well as be involved in the treatment plan.  There are definite steps to take.

TEACHER

· Reassure the child of his or her safety and your desire to help

· Try to learn if the child is experiencing a specific problem at or related to school

· Enlist the aid of the school counselor or psychologist

· Schedule a meeting with the child’s parents and other involved school personnel (nurse, counselor, psychologist, administrator) to discuss the situation

· Work with the child, parents and other professionals to develop and implement an appropriate treatment plan

SCHOOL NURSE

· Reassure the child of his or her safety and your desire to help

· Speak with the child about her or his fears and illnesses

· Meet with the child’s teacher, who may be aware of special circumstances

· Notify the school administrator that there may be a problem

· Remain available to work with and support the child and his or her parents, teachers and therapists

SCHOOL COUNSELOR OR PSYCHOLOGIST

· Meet with the other professionals involved in the case
· Share your special knowledge about school phobia with the other professionals

· Begin to develop and implement an appropriate treatment program

· Meet with the child’s parents, inform them of their child’s problem, offer and provide them support

· Be prepared to refer the child and her or his parents to appropriate agencies or professionals

· Remain available to the child, parents, educators and other professionals as a member of the treatment team

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATOR

· Oversee the treatment plan used by the school

· Be available to the parents and reassure them of the school’s commitment to assisting them and their child

· Allow latitude in creative treatment planning

· Insure that necessary referrals are made, both within and outside of the school

-14-
HOW PARENTS CAN HELP CHILDREN WITH SCHOOL PHOBIA
Parents can play a very important role in helping children deal successfully with school phobia.  Once parents are aware of the problem, and accept that a problem does exist, their participation in the treatment plan can be pivotal.  Parents can help school phobic children in the following ways.

· Recognize that your child’s problem is treatable.  Calm your own fears.  Your child will need your reassurance that she or he is safe and that you can and will help.
· Meet with school personnel who were involved in identifying the problem.

· If you are the first person to recognize the problem, contact the child’s teacher, counselor or school administrator and request their help.

· Be involved in developing and implementing the treatment plan.

· Learn all you can about your child’s problem from the professionals involved in the treatment plan and do your own research on the subject of school phobia.

· Be involved in family counseling (if the treatment plan suggests this will help).

· Give your child positive reinforcement for all school attendance.

· Make home a boring place to be for the school refuser.  Do not provide access to television, computers, playmates, toys and other forms of entertainment during school hours.

· Recognize that it is very important not to interrupt school attendance.

· Be strong when your child attempts to miss school.  Know that you are helping by not allowing absence.

· Determine if your child has other fears or phobias, is overly anxious or has another childhood anxiety disorder.  If such is the case, it may be advisable for your child to see a bio-psychiatrist or a major anxiety disorder clinic.

· REMEMBER: The sooner you identify and appropriately treat the problem, the sooner it can be resolved.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION ABOUT SCHOOL PHOBIA

The following is a partial list of agencies and professionals to contact for help or information about childhood anxiety disorders.  The first list contains local agencies and professionals that may provide direct help.  The second list contains national agencies to contact for information and, possibly, referrals.

LOCAL AGENCIES AND PROFESSIONALS

SCHOOL NURSE – School nurses are trained to identify childhood disorders, including school phobia.  They can gather information from the child that may help to identify the cause of the phobia and make referrals to other professionals.

Telephone #

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST OR COUNSELOR – These educational professionals receive training to help students understand and resolve their school-related problems.  They can be an excellent in-school resource by providing the child a “safe” place to when she or he is experiencing school phobia.

Telephone #

PEDIATRICIAN, BIO-PSYCHIATRIST OR FAMILY PHYSICIAN – These medical professionals can help determine whether the school phobia is caused by hidden physical or medical problems.  Most medical professional have treated children with school or other phobias and can help determine if medication is required.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHIATRIST, PSYCHOLOGIST OR COUNSELOR – These mental health professionals can help determine the psychological or emotional cause of a child’s school phobia, and provide therapy or counseling designed to help the child overcome this disorder.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

Anxiety Disorders Association of America

www.adaa.org
Kids Health
www.kidshealth.org
Anxiety Network

www.anxietynetwork.com                        -16-
