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Abstract
Considering the problems associated with school attendance, school refusal is an adjustment problem that tends to become 
increasingly prevalent. The present study identifies the patterns reported in the literature on school refusal and outlines the 
structure and sub-components of school refusal. Therefore, the systematic review method was selected as the research method 
for this study. The data sources of this study consist of 40 research articles that fell within the purview of WoS and were either 
included or excluded according to predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Using MAXQDA 2020, both content and 
descriptive analyses were conducted in synthesizing the data sources. As a result of the analysis, the study year, method, data 
collection tool, data collection procedure, data analysis, and sample were examined as descriptive characteristics. Analyz-
ing the content characteristics, five themes were identified: risk factors for school refusal, school refusal symptoms, school 
refusal protective factors, approaches, and techniques for intervention in school refusal, and consequences of school refusal. 
The findings are provided by discussing the related literature.

Keywords School attendance problem · School refusal · Risk and protective factors · Intervention approach · The 
consequences

Introduction

Refusing to go to school or having trouble focusing and stay-
ing on schoolwork for an entire school day is a symptom of 
school refusal, which is a frequent mental health issue origi-
nating from anxiety and fear (Kearney, 2008; Kearney & 
Albano, 2004). Although school phobia and truancy are dis-
cussed in the literature as possible explanations for attend-
ance issues, Kearney (2007) proposed the term “school 
refusal.” In this sense, “school refusal” refers to a child’s 
reluctance to attend school or the difficulty the child has in 
spending most of the day in the classroom. School refusal 
is a significant problem affecting approximately 1–5% of all 
school-aged children, with similar prevalence rates between 
the sexes, and it tends to be more prevalent among children 
aged between 5 and 10 years (Fremont, 2003). In another 
study, the percentage of children having the problem of 

absenteeism due to school refusal was reported to be 4% 
(Havik et al., 2015).

In this context, the behavioral symptoms listed are pri-
marily associated with anxiety. Anxiety can manifest itself 
in children through different levels of behavioral, physiologi-
cal, and emotional reactions. Separation anxiety, which is a 
natural consequence of dysfunctional attachment processes 
between parents and children, is considered as an essential 
factor in school refusal (Bitsika et al., 2022). Negative emo-
tions and disruptive behaviors such as anger or aggression 
(Heyne & Boon, 2023), social withdrawal (Benarous et al., 
2022), sleep problems (Maeda et al., 2019), difficulty in 
focusing, and dysphoria may accompany a child’s school 
refusal (Nayak et al., 2018). In addition, emotional instabil-
ity intense sensitivity in interpersonal relationships, prob-
lems in relationships with peers and feelings of loneliness, 
exposure to peer bullying (Bitsika et al., 2022; Ochi et al., 
2020), and low academic performance (Filippello et al., 
2020) can be listed as factors that increase the susceptibility 
of students to experience school refusal.

School refusal, which is associated with school dropout, 
has a pattern associated with conditions such as substance 
use, the tendency to violence, suicidality, risky sexual behav-
iors, involvement in crime, anxiety disorders, psychological 
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adjustment problems (Seçer & Ulaş, 2020), and anti-social 
behavior development (Rocque et al., 2017). According to 
these findings, students’ problematic school absenteeism is 
linked to various demographic, behavioral, and academic 
factors (Seçer & Ulaş, 2020). It was reported that the rea-
sons for children experiencing school refusal to resort to 
these behaviors are to attract the attention of other impor-
tant people (55.1%), avoid stimuli that trigger negative affect 
(20.4%), and seek concrete reinforcements outside of school 
(20.4%) (Kearney et al., 2005).

An increasing number of studies are carried out, indicat-
ing that school refusal is a negativity that threatens young 
people’s academic and everyday lives in both short and long 
term (Fernández-Sogorb et al., 2022; Fujita et al., 2022; 
Gonzálvez et al., 2023; Elliott & Gainor, 2023; Leduc et al., 
2022; Tekin & Aydın, 2022). It was reported that it is chal-
lenging to return students, who have not attended school 
for a while, that the child may experience an intense feeling 
of helplessness in the face of accumulated homework and 
the amount of work that needs to be compensated, and that 
there may be a feeling of not belonging to and stress due 
to the thought of being socially isolated from their class-
mates. Moreover, a child’s refusal to attend school often 
causes distress and tension among family members in the 
short term. It requires parents to constantly have a dialogue 
with counselors, school psychologists, principals, teachers, 
and other educators (Kearney, 2007). Long-term effects may 
include the child’s engagement in criminal activities and/or 
dropping out of school. School dropout is considered to be 
a severe problem in an individual’s life and may cause nega-
tive personal and interpersonal problems. In adulthood, one 
may encounter unemployment, decline in social functioning, 
psychological issues, substance abuse, financial difficulties, 
and decline in family functioning (Rocque et al., 2017).

Risk factors related to school refusal

In a review study carried out by Ingul et al. (2019) aiming to 
identify risk factors of and early symptoms related to school 
refusal, it was reported that early symptoms of school refusal 
include school absenteeism, somatic complaints, depression, 
and anxiety. In addition, the study listed the risk factors for 
school refusal as the transition process between school lev-
els, difficulties in emotional regulation, low self-efficacy, 
negative thinking tendency, inadequate problem-solving 
skills, insufficient teacher support and supervision, unpre-
dictability of school experiences, bullying, social isolation, 
loneliness, inadequate collaboration between home and 
school, parent’s psychological well-being, excessive parental 
protection, and dysfunctional family processes. Furthermore, 
empirical studies revealed that perceived social support from 
teachers, parents, and classmates, parental demand level, test 
anxiety (Nwosu et al., 2022; Havik et al., 2015), and low 

family functionality (Gonzálves et al., 2019) are also risk 
factors for school refusal.

The assessment conducted by Filippello et al. (2018) 
indicated that causal relationships between personal char-
acteristics and school refusal have not yet been deeply estab-
lished. In this regard, personality traits, emotional regula-
tion, and emotional intelligence characteristics have been 
subjected to risk analysis for school refusal. The findings 
showed that neurotic personality structure and inappropriate 
emotional regulation strategies are risk factors for school 
refusal. Gonzálves et al. (2019), in a profile analysis of risks 
for school refusal, reported that social anxiety is an impor-
tant risk factor for school refusal. Additionally, neurodevel-
opmental disorders such as autism spectrum disorder can 
also be considered a risk factor for school refusal. A study 
comparing school refusal behaviors of typically develop-
ing children and those diagnosed with autism found that 
children with autism exhibit higher levels of school refusal 
(Munkhaugen et al., 2017). It highlights the need for diver-
sifying the sample structure in school refusal research.

Empirical studies on school refusal

Given that school refusal is considered a problem within 
school attendance issues and its effects can persist through-
out one’s lifetime, an assessment can be made regarding the 
importance of empirical studies on school refusal. Exam-
ining the relevant literature, review studies indicate that 
experimental studies examining school refusal lack a strong 
scientific basis (Maynard et al., 2014) and predominantly 
favor cognitive-behavioral therapy (Heyne et  al., 2020; 
Maynard et al., 2014). Despite the effectiveness of this 
therapeutic approach for conditions such as depression and 
anxiety, it is considered inadequate for school refusal due to 
its heterogeneous nature, thus requiring specific interven-
tions (Heyne & Sauter, 2013). However, experimental stud-
ies demonstrated the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral 
therapy in improving school refusal (Maynard et al., 2015). 
The “Back2School” program, developed as an adaptation of 
cognitive-behavioral therapy, was created aiming to ensure 
school attendance and effectively intervened with 60 chil-
dren aged 7 to 16 years as part of the program (Thastum 
et al., 2019).

Dialectical behavior therapy is a more contemporary 
approach when compared to cognitive-behavioral therapy for 
school refusal. In this approach, a multi-component structure 
is utilized in order to directly address the emotional and 
behavioral dysregulation mechanisms that sustain school 
refusal behavior. Furthermore, it includes real-time coaching 
for the child and the parent as needed and in context (Chu 
et al., 2015). It was determined that the age of the child is an 
important factor for the success of intervention approaches 
and younger children benefit more (Maynard et al., 2015). 
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Thus, Ulaş (2022) carried out a study involving parent-child 
interaction therapy for preschool children’s school refusal 
behavior and this method was reported to be effective. 
Therefore, it can be stated that early interventions are crucial 
for addressing problematic behaviors and parent-mediated 
interaction-based interventions have gained prominence in 
addressing childhood behavioral and emotional problems in 
recent times (Niec, 2018).

The present study

Although school plays a significant role in determining an 
individual’s life path, actions such as school refusal can 
negatively affect these processes. Therefore, it is necessary 
to detect, intervene, and prevent problems, such as school 
refusal, at an early stage. However, it can be stated that stud-
ies on school refusal in the literature have been carried out 
using either a relational pattern (Filippello et al., 2019, 2020; 
Seçer & Ulaş, 2020) or a descriptive pattern (Delgado et al., 
2019; Gonzálvez et al., 2021a, b; Nwosu et al., 2022), and 
studies carried out using an applied or experimental design 
(Roué et al., 2021; Strömbeck et al., 2021) can be considered 
a minority in this comparison. However, it indicates that 
there has been very little progress in school refusal treatment 
within our century, and the reason for this is the heteroge-
neous nature of this problem (Elliot & Place, 2018; Nwosu 
et al., 2022).

Therefore, Inglés et al. (2015) suggested carrying out 
studies on the establishment of a conceptual and theoreti-
cal framework regarding school refusal. In this parallel, the 
present study aims to present the overall framework of pat-
terns and heterogeneous structure of the existing literature 
on school refusal, including experimental or descriptive 
research articles. Furthermore, when compared to system-
atic review studies carried out to date, the study carried out 
by Li et al. (2021) focused on identifying somatic symptoms 
related to school refusal. The systematic review study car-
ried out by Leduc et al. (2022) analyzed school refusal from 
an ecological perspective. Tekin and Aydın (2022) aimed 
to determine the patterns of relationships between school 
refusal and anxiety. Ingul et al. (2019), on the other hand, 
focused on school-based risk factors and early symptoms 
related to school refusal. In this study as well, taking a holis-
tic perspective, the consideration of risk factors, protective 
factors, symptoms, and intervention efforts related to school 
refusal can be regarded as a distinguishing feature from other 
studies in the literature. In addition, the use of MAXQDA 
analysis software in the analysis process of this study can 
be considered an innovative aspect for systematic review 
studies.

The literature suggests that there are various types of 
school attendance problem (school refusal, truancy, school 
phobia, dropout, school withdrawal, etc.) and they should 

be distinguished from each other (Heyne, 2019). In this 
context, school refusal is considered a cause of public 
health problems such as school dropout (Thastum et al., 
2019). Therefore, in this study, a search was made using 
the keywords of school refusal in order to reveal the gen-
eral structure of the subject “school refusal”. Therefore, 
this study aimed to determine the research trends related to 
the problem area by analyzing research articles on school 
refusal in terms of their descriptive features and to reveal 
the structure of the concept of school refusal through 
content and descriptive analysis to synthesize the find-
ings of the studies. The questions to be answered during 
the research are “What are the scientific research trends 
on school refusal?” and “What are the structure and com-
ponents of school refusal?”

In this study, answering the research questions under 
investigation will allow for achieving significant find-
ings in both theoretical and practical aspects, particularly 
in the field of educational psychology. At this point, the 
synthesis of literature on risk factors, protective factors, 
intervention approaches, outcomes, etc., related to school 
refusal problem will provide supportive insights for school 
psychologists and researchers in their preventive and inter-
vention activities. Furthermore, it can be stated that the 
findings obtained here could serve as a guideline for edu-
cation policymakers regarding certain regulations address-
ing school refusal, which is one of the issues of school 
attendance problems.

Materials and methods

This study was designed as a systematic review based on the 
objectives of the researchers. In a systematic review, what 
is currently known through previous studies on a subject 
or phenomenon is examined (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2020). 
Systematic review studies have some basic characteristics, 
such as the existence of a clearly defined set of objectives 
with predefined eligibility criteria, a clear and repeatable 
methodology, a systematic search aiming to identify all stud-
ies that will meet the eligibility criteria, an assessment of the 
validity of the findings of the included studies (for example, 
by assessing the risk of bias), and a systematic report and 
synthesis of the characteristics and findings of the studies 
included (Higgins & Green, 2008).

In this context, the steps followed in the research can 
be listed as determining the systematic review questions, 
drawing the conceptual framework, determining the inclu-
sion criteria, determining the strategies for searching the 
studies, determining the studies to be examined, coding the 
studies, determining the nature of the included studies, and 
synthesis.
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Data sources

The data sources of the present study were determined in 
accordance with the inclusion and exclusion criteria given 
below.

The inclusion criteria are:

• Being accessible with the “school refusal” keyword in 
Web of Science (WoS).

• Being published between the years 2012 and 2021.
• Being open access.
• Being published in the English language.

The reasons for the inclusion criteria established by 
researchers are the use of current studies for the “time limi-
tation”, accessing the complete records for “open access”, 
use of the universal language used in science for “the Eng-
lish language”, and the use of the most important scientific 
literature database for “Web of Science database” (Harzing 
& Alakangas, 2016).

The exclusion criteria are:

• If the study accessed is not directly related to school 
refusal but found as a result of a search with a keyword; 
in other words, school refusal is not a basic variable for 
the study reached, but only in the text of the article,

• Studies that are not research articles (reviews, thesis, edi-
torial letters, or theoretical articles),

• Scale adaptation studies,
• Being published after May 2021,
• Studies testing practices outside the field of psychology 

(e.g., pharmacological treatments).

The primary aim of researchers in determining the exclu-
sion criteria is to access research articles directly related to 
education and psychology and studies examining the school 
refusal. For instance, studies that were identified through a 
search using the keyword of school refusal but are excluded 
from the scope of this study due to the fact that they only 
contain a mention of school refusal in the discussion section 
were not included. Preferring research articles as the source 
of data, the present study focuses on identifying and analyz-
ing factors related to school refusal in accordance with the 
research objective.

 In this context, the stages of determining the data sources 
are given in Fig. 1 and the data sources of the study are 
presented in Table 1.

Study selection and data extraction

The Web of Science database was searched by two research-
ers in terms of titles and abstracts. Studies that were seem 
to not have not suitable titles or abstracts were excluded. 

The suitable ones were obtained in full-text format. Then, 
a detailed examination was conducted based on the inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria of the study. The studies that fell 
within the scope of the research were independently coded 
by two researchers. Coding differences between the two 
researchers were discussed and resolved through consensus.

To address important threats to the reliability of the study, 
such as selection bias and reporting bias, all steps related to 
the included data sources were confirmed, discussed, and 
agreed upon among the researchers to mitigate these biases, 
ensuring the study’s credibility. Accordingly, both research-
ers played a role in determining whether the studies met 
the inclusion criteria. Both researchers worked together in 
the analysis and reporting of the obtained data sources. In 
this study, the researchers worked by coding the concrete 
data with the principle of accountability over the MAXQDA 
2020 software to avoid the risk of bias. This project file is 
provided as an attachment.

Results

Following the searches based on inclusion and exclusion 
criteria, the researchers addressed 40 research articles pre-
sented in Table 1 within the scope of two separate research 
questions: the characteristics related to scientific research 
(methodology, data collection tools, etc.), and the charac-
teristics related to the field of school refusal.

Results regarding research question 1

The first research question, “What are the scientific research 
trends in studies on school refusal?” was determined as the 
initial query to be answered. In this process, the researchers 
aimed to reveal the descriptive characteristics of studies on 
school refusal. The findings obtained in this direction are 
presented in Fig. 2.

Figure 2 shows that the researchers examined six different 
aspects of the studies that were data sources for this study: 
year, methodology, participants, data collection tools, data 
analysis methods, and data collection procedures.

Considering that the search for data sources was com-
pleted in May 2021, it can be stated that publications on 
school refusal exhibited an increasing trend. Examining the 
research methods used in those studies, it can be concluded 
that the studies primarily used quantitative research meth-
ods. In the category of data collection tools, which is a part 
of research methods, scales were preferred commonly and 
interviews were preferred rarely. However, a quantitative 
study provided no information about data collection. The 
data collection procedure, another category of the study, 
was carried out face-to-face mostly.
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The data analysis category, on the other hand, is divided 
into sub-categories such as difference analysis, relational 
analysis, and qualitative data analysis. It can be said that 
regression analyses were mostly preferred in relational 
analyses. In the qualitative analysis subcategory includes 
thematic analysis, interpretive phenomenological analysis, 
and inductive analysis. In the data analysis category, it can 
be interpreted that differential analyses are used extensively.

The last category regarding the descriptive characteristics 
of the studies examined was the structure of the partici-
pants (sample). It can be seen that sampling consisted of 
preschool students, primary school students, high school 
students, the clinical group, students with special needs, 
healthcare professionals, school staff, and parents.

As a result, it was observed that the school refusal prob-
lem is a current problem area, and quantitative research 
methods and techniques have been employed in order to 
understand the heterogeneous nature of this problem. Fur-
thermore, it is very important to carry out studies with a 
sample structure that includes students from all grade levels, 
students with special needs, as well as professionals and par-
ents. This approach allows for a multi-dimensional assess-
ment of school refusal.

Results regarding research question 2

The primary aim of this research is to create a pattern of 
variables related to school refusal through the content analy-
sis of previous studies on school refusal. In this regard, the 
second research question being addressed is “What are the 
structure and components of school refusal?” In this process, 
the researchers aimed to synthesize the findings of studies 
on school refusal.

 In the analysis process, the codes obtained from the data 
sources were grouped into five categories: risk factors for 
school refusal, symptoms of school refusal, protective fac-
tors for school refusal, consequences of school refusal, inter-
vention techniques and approaches to school refusal. The 
findings are shown in Fig. 3.

Results regarding the risk factors for school refusal

Subcategories were created for the category of risk fac-
tors for school refusal: risk factors originating from indi-
vidual characteristics, risk factors arising from environ-
mental characteristics, and risk factors arising from family 
characteristics.

Fig. 1  PRISMA flowchart. Page 
et al., (2021)

Records identified from:
Databases (Web of Science
n=515)

Records screened (n=515), 
eligibility (40), excluded (n =475)

Records excluded (n =475)
Reason 1: The number of articles, which was 
found as 515, decreased to 240 with the year 
limitation (n=275).
Reason 2: Depending on the criteria of being 
Open Access, the number of articles 
decreased to 97 (n=143)
Reason 3: The number decreased to 90 with 
the criterion of the publication language of the 
study being English (n =7)
Reason 4: As a result of the examination of 
the eligibility of the data sources for the study, 
review studies, scale adaptation studies, 
editorial letters, thesis, and studies of 
theoretical nature, in which school refusal was 
not included as a variable, and in which 
applications outside the field of psychology 
were tested (e.g., pharmacological 
treatments), were excluded (n=50).

Studies included in review
(n = 40)

 PRISMA Flowchart
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Exposure to peer bullying, reactive attachment disor-
der, perfectionism, low self-perception, lack of emotion 
and impulse control, difficult childhood experiences and 
trauma, depression, health-related factors, anxiety, and low 
self-efficacy codes were included in the risk factors arising 
from individual characteristics. Exposure to peer bullying 
was analyzed particularly as verbal and cyberbullying types, 
whereas anxiety was analyzed as general anxiety, school-
related anxiety, and social anxiety (avoiding entering a new 
environment and negative emotions and being evaluated in 
all dimensions). In addition, in the category of health-related 
factors, among neurodevelopmental disorders, the autism 
spectrum disorder and attention deficit and hyperactivity dis-
order were included. In the category of childhood difficulties 
experienced and traumas, psychological fragility, behavioral 
disorders such as stealing, neuroticism, and learned helpless-
ness were included.

Parental depression, negative living conditions, high 
expectations of the family from school, families not sharing 
the school mission, high-performance pressure from parents 
to the child, low education level of family, and living with 
a single parent at home codes are included in the risk factor 
subcategory arising from family characteristics.

The risk factors arising from environmental character-
istics are the attendance of children with special needs in 
regular schools, social inequalities, the pressure on teachers 
to catch up with curriculum and being a minority from dif-
ferent cultures codes.

Category of symptoms for school refusal

The second category was determined as school refusal 
symptoms. Inadequate interactions between parents and chil-
dren, intolerance to time spent in classroom, school-related 
anxiety, insufficient peer interaction, unpleasant feelings 
towards school, absenteeism, avoidance of school attend-
ance, high-level aggression, and antisocial behavior codes 
were rated as the most common symptoms.

Category of factors for school refusal

The third category was determined to be a protective factor 
against school refusal. In this category, protective factors 
originating from individual characteristics, protective factors 
arising from environmental characteristics, and protective 
factors arising from family characteristics are included.

Effective friendships, having learning goals, extraversion, 
high self-esteem, having a well-adjusted profile, commitment 
to school values, prosocial behaviors, high academic endur-
ance, high social skills, and high social functionality codes 
are some of the individual characteristics included in the 
protective factors. Positive perceptions of family function, 
high family harmony, high socioeconomic level, and effective Ta
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teacher and family relationship codes are among the protective 
factors originating from family characteristics. Protective fac-
tors originating from environmental characteristics consist of 
codes such as positive teacher-student relationship, perceived 
teacher support, and early intervention for existing psychiatric 
problems.

Category of consequences of school refusal

Another category was the consequences of school refusal. 
This category consisted of social withdrawal, low academic 
achievement, depression, emotional exhaustion, and low 
school attachment codes. In this context, studies have shown 
that the depression code can be both a risk factor and a result 
of school refusal.

Category of intervention technics and approaches to school 
refusal

Finally, the categories of intervention techniques and 
approaches to school refusal were created, and the inclu-
sion of trauma intervention techniques in school curriculum, 
school-based quick feedback practice, cognitive behavioral 
therapy, parent counseling, and time-out technique were deter-
mined as the codes in this category.

Fig. 2   Descriptive characteristics of data sources. Note: This figure was created by the researchers using the MAXQDA software
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Conclusion and discussion

Figure 2 illustrates the results achieved from the examina-
tions and analyses conducted to analyze the research ten-
dencies of the studies conducted on school refusal, which 
is the first research question of the current study. It is 
important that studies on the causes and consequences of 
school refusal gained weight in recent years. When com-
pared to other factors, significant attention has been paid 
to quantitative studies that analyze this phenomenon. This 
can be attributed to the fact that school refusal is a rela-
tively new area of research in the literature. It is also one 
of the present study’s significant findings that there has not 
yet been any study with mixed methods research that aims 
to combine the strengths of quantitative and qualitative 
studies of school refusal. School refusal differs from other 
problems and its causality cannot be explained simply.

As a matter of fact, as a result of the conceptualization 
study by Karthika and Devi (2020), in which they sought 
the answer to the question of whether school refusal is a 
psychosocial or psychiatric problem, they framed school 
refusal as a comorbid problem with one or more psychi-
atric problems. Even though it is a psychiatric problem, 
it is not included as a separate diagnosis in the DSM-V or 

ICD-10 due to its heterogeneous causality and association 
with many problems (Roué et al., 2021).

Regarding the first research question, it was also deter-
mined that the sample structure preferred in the studies 
primarily included high school students (between the 
ages of 10 and 18), which corresponds to the adolescence 
period (Strömbeck et al., 2021; Seçer & Ulaş, 2020). When 
compared to other demographics, high school students are 
more likely to have a school refusal problem that eventu-
ally leads to dropouts because of the crucial responsibili-
ties of their life stages. This may be why researchers have 
focused so much attention on the phenomenon of high 
school students’ school refusal. However, previous studies 
draw attention to the importance of early-period studies 
on the school refusal (Maynard et al., 2015). A study was 
also carried out not only with students but also with school 
staff, healthcare professionals, and parents (Devenney & 
O’Toole, 2021; Gallé-Tessonneau & Heyne, 2020) can be 
interpreted as the factors affecting the school refusal prob-
lem should be examined from a broad perspective.

As a result of the analyses conducted in order to deter-
mine the structure and components of school refusal, 
which was the second question of the study, school refusal 
was seen to have five components. Among individual risk 

Fig. 3   The Structure and Components of School Refusal. Note: This figure was created by the researchers with the MAXQDA software
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factors, anxiety, depression, exposure to bullying, and 
health-related factors were the codes repeated frequently.

In this context, Devenney and O’Toole’s (2021) study 
on instructors concluded that there is a strong relationship 
between school refusal and anxiety, which may even be a 
traumatizing experience. The same study revealed that 
performance pressure on children, separation anxiety, and 
peer exclusion are significant predictors of school refusal. 
According to the results of a study carried out on adoles-
cents by Delgado et al. (2019), children who were victims of 
cyberbullying had a higher level of school refusal in compar-
ison to those who were not. In this context, it can be stated 
that social anxiety, which is closely related to bullying, is a 
significant risk factor for school refusal (Gonzálvez et al., 
2019). Ochi et al. (2020), on the other hand, found that being 
exposed to bullying is an important risk factor for school 
refusal in children with autism as well as in children without 
developmental disorders.

Therefore, it can be stated that school refusal is accompa-
nied by separation anxiety, which is one of the anxiety types, 
in younger age groups (5–12), whereas it is accompanied 
by social phobia in older age groups (13–16) (Ingul & Nor-
dahl, 2013). In addition, situations that increase students’ 
susceptibility to school refusal include negative affectivity, 
intense sensitivity in interpersonal relationships, problems 
in relationships with peers, feelings of loneliness, emo-
tional distress, depression, and low self-efficacy perception 
(Devenney & O’Toole, 2021; Bitsika et al., 2021).

When examining the familial risk factors associated with 
school refusal, it was determined that families with high-
performance expectations from their children and inadequate 
engagement in basic school duties are significant risk fac-
tors. In this context, as reported in the study carried out 
by Ulaş and Seçer (2022), the high level of performance 
expectations of families leads students to be perfect and 
not tolerant of mistakes. As a result of the intense effort 
and sense of competition brought about by this, students’ 
school burnout was evaluated as inevitable. Thus, school 
burnout may be a risk factor for school refusal (Liu et al., 
2021). Another risk factor in the same category is parental 
depression. Children’s mental health is significantly affected 
by that of parents (Adams & Emerson, 2020). Marin et al. 
(2019) determined that parents’ stress, depression, and psy-
chological control levels significantly predicted children’s 
school refusal levels.

In the environmental risk factor category for school 
refusal, the code of being from different cultures and being 
in a minority position draws attention. Rosenthal et  al. 
(2020) investigated the experiences of immigrant parents 
of adolescents who were diagnosed with school refusal. In 
particular, social inequalities or exposure to racism were 
found to be the main challenges for these parents. In addi-
tion, parents may experience feelings of guilt because their 

children’s future has been interrupted since they migrated, 
which may open the door to issues such as parenting stress 
and depression.

The second component of school refusal is school refusal 
symptoms. It was found that students who experience school 
refusal in this category tend to show high levels of aggres-
sion, have unpleasant feelings towards school (Devenney & 
O’Toole, 2021), have inadequate parent-child interactions 
(Gallé-Tessonneau & Heyne, 2020), have insufficient peer 
interaction (Gallé-Tessonneau & Heyne, 2020; Filippello 
et al., 2018), absenteeism, intolerance to classroom time, 
and avoidance of school (Gallé-Tessonneau & Heyne, 2020). 
Behaviors generally observed among children with school 
refusal are defined by Kearney (2007) as physical problems, 
such as non-specific anxiety or worrying that something bad 
will happen, tension from being around others, or having to 
perform, general sadness of having to go to school, irritabil-
ity and restlessness, stomachache, headache, tremor, nausea, 
vomiting, frequent urination, muscle tension, diarrhea, light-
headedness or fainting, palpitations, dizziness, shortness of 
breath, hyperventilation, sweating, and tantrums, such as 
insomnia, extreme tiredness, crying, screaming, kicking, 
and shaking.

The third component of school refusal is a protective fac-
tor against school refusal. In this context, protective factors 
are discussed as protective factors originating from individ-
ual, family, and environmental characteristics. In particular, 
examining the protective factors arising from individual 
characteristics, high level of social functioning, high self-
esteem, and learning goals stand out as protective factors. 
From this aspect, it can be said that students with high social 
functioning and prosocial behaviors (Filippello et al., 2018), 
academic resilience (Seçer & Ulaş, 2020), and self-esteem 
can eliminate several risk factors for school refusal.

In this study, codes related to protective factors arising 
from environmental factors were positive teacher-student 
relations, perception of teacher support, and early interven-
tion in psychiatric problems. Brandseth et al. (2019) con-
cluded that belonging to the classroom mediated teacher 
support and mental well-being. This is considered an impor-
tant protective factor for school refusal, according to stud-
ies examining the predictive relationships between school 
attachment and school refusal (Seçer & Ulaş, 2020).

Another category within the protective factors was deter-
mined to be the protective factors arising from family char-
acteristics. In this context, children’s perceptions of family 
harmony and family functioning emerged as codes with an 
important protective function for school refusal. Gonzálvez 
et al., (2019) concluded in their study that it is important 
to solve family problems in order to prevent school refusal. 
In a study carried out with adolescents with and without 
school refusal, parenting self-efficacy perceptions of parents 
of adolescents with school refusal were lower than those of 
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parents of adolescents without school refusal (Carless et al., 
2015). Since parental self-efficacy perceptions of parents are 
an important determinant of family functioning, it can be 
concluded that high-level family functioning perception has 
a protective role against school refusal. In addition, studies 
have shown that the relationship between parents and chil-
dren, in other words, healthy attachment patterns, have an 
essential protective function against school refusal (Doobay, 
2008).

Another component of school refusal was found to be the 
consequences of school refusal. The codes were low school 
attachment, low academic achievement, emotional distress, 
social withdrawal, and depression. On the other hand, Sewell 
(2008) listed the consequences of school refusal as low aca-
demic achievement in the short term (less than two years), 
negative peer and family relationships, academic failure in 
the long term (more than two years), and psychiatric prob-
lems. School refusal results in mental health problems, espe-
cially anxiety and depression (Devenney & O’Toole, 2021). 
Social withdrawal, the consequence of school refusal, and a 
symptom of depression have also been frequently discussed 
in the literature. Social withdrawal and low social func-
tioning (Seçer & Ulaş, 2020) are consequences of school 
refusal. With the decrease in school attachment, the problem 
of school refusal can lead to early school dropout, which is 
more broadly defined as perpetuating not going to school 
without an excuse (Awad-Abouzid et al., 2021). School 
dropouts can cause serious sociological problems as well as 
mental health problems.

As a result of the discussion on the risk and protective 
factors, symptoms, and consequences of school refusal, it 
was found that there is a problem that necessitates early 
intervention. In this context, the last theme of the study was 
determined to be the intervention approaches and techniques 
addressing the school refusal. In this sense, it includes par-
enting counseling (Strömbeck et al., 2021), CBT, school-
based rapid return approach (Maeda & Heyne, 2019), 
time-out technique, and inclusion of trauma intervention 
techniques as a recommendation in school curricula (Deven-
ney & O’Toole, 2021) were the codes determined. CBT-
based interventions were intense in the studies included in 
the scope of the study (Strömbeck et al., 2021). In studies 
on anxiety as a risk factor for school refusal, it was reported 
that there was a decrease in school refusal behaviors and 
an increase in school attendance with CBT-based interven-
tions in children with anxiety (Doobay, 2008; Thastum et al., 
2019) and depression.

Gradual muscle relaxation, modeling, exposure, cogni-
tive restructuring, social skills, problem-solving, and cop-
ing skills were emphasized, and it was concluded that it 
was effective in the intervention of school refusal (Doobay, 
2008). It was suggested that parents should be involved 
in the intervention for a realistic and lasting impact on 

school refusal (Doobay, 2008). In particular, the inclu-
sion of sessions and modules in CBT programs for parents 
was frequently preferred, and it was concluded to be effec-
tive (Reissner et al., 2015). Behavioral interventions for 
school refusal mainly use techniques such as exposure, 
systematic desensitization (including relaxation training), 
guided affective imagery, modeling, and shaping (Elliott & 
Place, 2012). However, some therapists may abstain from 
using exposure because they think that it can be dangerous 
(Richard & Gloster, 2007), increase school refusal (Gryc-
zkowski et al., 2013), and negatively affect the therapeutic 
alliance (Kendall et al., 2009). However, Peterman et al. 
(2015) provided a handy guide to exposure techniques in 
response to school refusal resulting from avoiding anxiety-
provoking situations.

Nuttall and Woods (2013) aimed to deal with school 
refusal by using an ecological approach. Richard-
son (2016), on the other hand, used the family therapy 
approach to intervene with school refusal in children and 
adolescents. The results showed that systemic family ther-
apy for the treatment of school refusal tends to be signifi-
cantly effective in younger children when the problem is 
not fully established and family functioning is high before 
problematic behavior.

In line with the findings and literature, school refusal 
can be considered a problem that needs to be prevented and 
intervened. The consequences of school refusal in the short 
term cause situations such as decreased academic success, 
social withdrawal and isolation, increased risk of legal prob-
lems such as juvenile delinquency, conflict within the fam-
ily, and changes in the daily life routines of the family and 
the individual; in the long term, it cause situations such as 
dropping out of school, economic deprivation, social, and 
can cause professional and marital problems, alcohol or 
substance addiction, crime, and mental impairment (Kear-
ney et al., 2007). School attendance problems due to school 
refusal can lead to a decrease in school success, a weakening 
of social relationships, a decrease in school belonging, and, 
ultimately, school dropout. This situation is undoubtedly a 
stress factor for the family, which limits the family function-
ality between parents and other children. Parents may feel 
that they have made mistakes while raising their children, 
are inadequate, or are blamed by the school staff (Havik 
et al., 2014). Given this situation, which significantly limits 
the level of social welfare, this study provides both practi-
cal and theoretical contributions in developing collaborative 
multifaceted applications and enabling education politicians 
to focus on the importance of this issue. By understanding 
school refusal conceptually and addressing the basic risk and 
protective factors, it can be evaluated that this study has a 
facilitating role in creating e-courses, training modules, and 
psychoeducational contents for students, parents, teachers, 
and education policymakers.
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Future direction

The present study provided recommendations for both 
researchers and practitioners. It was determined that 
there is a limited number of randomized controlled tri-
als regarding school refusal (Heyne et al., 2011; Maynard 
et al., 2015). As a result of this situation, it was observed 
that there is a limitation in evidence-based interventions 
for school refusal. At this point, it is suggested that future 
researchers should focus on randomized controlled trials 
regarding school refusal. In addition to standard therapy 
approaches in randomized controlled studies (such as Cog-
nitive-Behavioral Therapy and Psychodynamic Therapy), 
it is recommended to develop problem-specific programs 
or modules based on the adaptations of these therapies 
(Elliott & Place, 2018). Furthermore, the findings suggest 
studies to be carried out in accordance with the mixed-
methods approach, which combines the advantages of both 
quantitative and qualitative methods, resulting in research 
with high validity and reliability (Mertens, 2023). In addi-
tion, the need for multi-level studies is emphasized, and it 
is recommended to carry out these studies cross-culturally 
in order to achieve generalizable results.

For practitioners such as educational policymakers, 
school psychologists, and other experts, it is suggested that 
they can expand the content of educational programs by 
making use of the findings of this study, which addresses 
school refusal as a multifaceted problem with a defined 
framework. Considering the fact that school attendance 
problems can lead to individual as well as social issues, 
these adjustments can be considered necessary. Moreover, 
it is recommended that parents and school staff also par-
ticipate in various practices such as training or courses in 
a comprehensive approach. Indeed, in the present study, 
collaboration between schools and families, as well as 
positive teacher-child relationships, were identified as 
protective factors (Filippello et al., 2019). Furthermore, 
considering that immigrant children, those with develop-
mental problems, and children with various health issues 
carry risks of school refusal, it is suggested that preventive 
and intervention programs addressing these groups should 
be promoted.

Limitations

The fact that only the keyword “school refusal” was used 
as a keyword in the search process is a limitation. Although 
WoS is accepted as the most important database in the 
international scientific literature (Harzing & Alakangas, 
2016), the fact that other databases were not searched is 

also a limitation of this study. The inclusion and exclusion 
criteria (being accessible with the “school refusal” keyword 
in WoS, being published between 2012 and 2021, being 
open access, and being published in the English language) 
for data sources can also be considered as a limitation. 
As a result of the search made with the keyword “school 
refusal” in the Web of Science database, it was seen that 
the studies carried out in the last 10 years (2022 − 2012) 
constituted 51% of the total. Considering that the first pub-
lication year was 1970, the reason for this limitation is to 
reach more up-to-date school refusal studies. In addition, 
more publications with 51% are the source of this study. 
Although publications were made in Russian (1%), German 
(1%), French (0.6%), and Japanese (0.3%), etc. languages, 
the publication language of the data sources was limited 
to English. The reason for this is that 95% of the publica-
tions are published in English. In this context, it is recom-
mended to carry out studies that eliminate these limitations 
in future review studies on school refusal.
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