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Who:   School Avoidance Alliance

What: Educating families & schools

Where:       Our one-of-a-kind courses

Why:   Parents & schools need to learn school 
avoidance best practices and evidence-
based solutions so you can intervene 
early and improve outcomes.

How:   Our website, our School Avoidance 
Master Class (parent and school versions), 
and our professional development for 
schools.
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Jayne Demsky
jayne@schoolavoidance.org

We are leading the way with our:

• School Avoidance Master Class for Parents

• Professional Development for schools

• Tier 2 & Tier 3 Intervention for Chronic Absenteeism
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www.schoolavoidance.org



Problems
Solutions 





What Do You Think is the 
Biggest Problem Standing in the 
Way of Progress and Improved 
Outcomes for Kids Who Have 
School Avoidance?



Problem

AWARENESS

1



Awareness offers more than just hope though.  It can lead to action.



# 1 Problem 

AWARENESS
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Public

FOUR P’s

Perceptions 

Policymakers

Parents



PUBLIC AWARENESS

1

2
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Your friends?

Absenteeism articles- SA?
Coverage skewed



Media Coverage Skewed
1

Chronic absenteeism can stem 
from

a variety of issues including 
instability at home, work 

obligations or illness.

The absences appear to have been driven in part by depression and anxiety 
among students, cases of which skyrocketed during the pandemic and are now 
overwhelming health care providers, according to Jeremy Jakoby, the district’s 

director of student services.



POLICYMAKERS-STAKEHOLDERS
1
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Not on Radar  
Decentralized
State Guides
Pediatricians

DATA5



Lack of Parent
Awareness

• Blindsided 

• 2 Questions

• Hard to achieve Early 
Interventions 

PERSPECTIVES

-6-9 months,  we went to truancy court,

- No one at the school or his psychiatrist put a name on it. I researched it and figured out 

what it was called. And no one knew what to do about it. I was either told, "you just need 

to make him go, "or other equally dumb ideas.

-1 year m, no mention of the term school refusal/avoidance from any doctors, 

psychiatrists, psychologists, school counselors, teachers, or therapists

-To this day, not one person in the school system has identified school refusal or offered 

any help

-Several months later, it was said to me like this, "children who have school avoidance or 

refusal have dire outcomes or futures later in life."

-Despite multiple meetings with school personnel, including the threat of truancy and a 

well-being check by a uniformed police officer, I did not learn that "school refusal" was a 

thing until after we pulled my son to homeschool him.

-I think the school psychologist was peripheral aware, not that there was a deep 

understanding. He seemed to know it was essential to act quickly and plan an increasing 

return to school/the classroom but then came up with a plan that should've been 

implemented over weeks and weeks and crammed into five days.

-After -2 years, I feel most others I talk to, including some (good) school counselors, are 

not very familiar with



Perception-Branding

What’s in a Name ?
Substance Abuse vs Substance Use 

Disorder
Monkeypox

School Refusal
https://www.hmpgloballearningnetwork.com/site/addiction/blogs/rebecca-

flood/education/addiction-needs-rebranding-toward-positive

about:blank


School Refusal Names

In Heyne, Landell, Melvin, and Genitty
A form of truancy associated with 
neurosis 1932
Psychoneurotic type of truancy 1939
Mother-philes 1960
Inappropriate home-bound school 
avoidance 1980
Masquerade syndrome as a variant of 
school phobia 1980
Psychological absentee 1985
Internalizing school refusal disorder 
1990
School refusal behavior 1993
School reluctant 2015



Behavioral
Cognitive



Solutions



How do we improve awareness in public 
domain?

Media exposure

Podcasts

Letters to Editor

Industry conferences
presentations

Comments on Chronic Absenteeism     
stories that ignore SA

Social media-determining #hastags
Tagging Stakeholders 

Solutions 



POLICYMAKERS & 
STAKEHOLDERS
• Target government officials 
• Department of Education

• Pediatricians
• Clinicians

• Family services agencies-protective 
services

• Truancy officers and officials 

Solutions



Letter of Concern
Manifesto
Declaration 

Solutions



Parent Awareness & Ed

Solutions



A very significant problem, 

tragically only 18 % of kids with anxiety disorders receive any treatment 
whatsoever. 

(compared to ADHD, where almost 80%. kids get treatment for their disorder)

Compounding that tragedy is that among the clinicians in the country who work 
with kids from a mental health standpoint, only about

12% of them are trained in the proper techniques to treat these kids with exposure 
therapy.

Dr. Dalton, Lab School , Center for Anxiety and Behavioral Change

Parents and kids often feel like failures 
because of inadequate treatment



Changing Perceptions

Solutions 

• School Avoidance vs. other names
• Social media campaigns

• Awareness Day
• Cognitive and Behavioral
• Talking about it-sharing

Solutions



Schools don’t understand school avoidance 

• No guidance from state or government
• Wild west
• No transparency, on school site SA mention, whom to 

call
• Miss opportunities for early interventions
• MTSS
• Attendance Policy
• Over reliance on attendance letters and truancy 

threats
• Intersection of Educational and disability laws
• Parents don’t know their rights
• Education is a broad concept (academic vs Citizen of 

the world
• Little -No professional development 
• What do Insects & Gift cards have in common?



• Intersection of educational and disability laws

England 

Special educational 

needs and disabilities 

(SEND)

Definition of disability 

under the Equality 

Act 2010

Australia

• The Disability 

Standards for 

Education

United States

• Individuals with 

Disabilities Education 

Act

• Free and appropriate 

public education 

(FAPE)

• Section 504 

• ervision

France 

Inclusive Education is 

a key element of the 

Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities 

(UNCPRD).



Solutions



Professional Development
Early Interventions 
More effective interventions for 
MTSS

EDUCATE THE EDUCATORS

Solutions

Solutions



Everything You Need to 
Know to Get Your Students 
Back to School 



Topics

1.School Avoidance Facts
2.Perspectives
3.Therapeutic Interventions
4.School Resources and Disability Law
5.Intervention Roadmap
6.Prevention

Solutions 



he Disability Standards for Education

Schools Provide 
Parent Support

Solutions





Punitive 
Responses

• Truancy threats & court
• Child protective services
• Denial of FAPE
• Unenrolling
• Gaslighting
• Blaming
• Inappropriate threats to kids and 

parents
• Police sent 
• failing
• Grade retention



"I'm sitting in my bedroom, having what I think is my first panic attack. I can't catch my 

breath, and I just feel an overwhelming desire to cry.

My youngest is 12. She's had some level of school anxiety since kindergarten. 

It's gotten so much worse. She has put on home instruction last year.

This year, she got an IEP. Sounded good, so we thought.

First full day of school and she finds herself standing in the hallway, outside of a gym full 

of 7th graders, while the guidance counselor, teacher and various others are forcing her 

into the gym. 

She's literally having a mental breakdown. At that point, she needs to go run to an empty 

room, but they won't let her. The principal is telling her that she CAN go on, 

but SHE chooses not to! 

They've even tried telling her they're going to file court charges and I'm going to have to 

pay huge fines that I probably can't afford.



I'm done! I'm exhausted, I'm sad, I'm angry, my heart is 

breaking for my baby.

After a week of harassment and bullying by the people who 

are supposed to protect her, she's home again.

She feels like there's no one left that she needs someone. 

All of the teachers the principal of the vice principal the school 

social worker and her guidance counselor all given her such a 

hard time that if she needs help or she's having a bad day she 

has nobody to talk to now."



Punitive 
Responses

• Truancy threats & court
• Child protective services
• Denial of FAPE
• Unenrolling
• Gaslighting
• Blaming
• Inappropriate threats to kids and 

parents
• Police sent 
• failing
• Grade retention



Truancy
Absenteeism
Letters



Solutions



Include 
mandates to 
STOP
Punitive 
responses



Wrapping up

3 major issues that need to be addressed to make progress in 
helping kids with SA.

Awareness, Four P’s

Public,
Policymakers
Parents
Perceptions
Educating the educators 
By providing PD educating the educators on best practices and 
evidence-based solutions
.
Promoting the dissolution of punitive responses and threats.



My goal today was to 

create awareness and 

start a broader dialogue 

around the awareness 

problem.



Our club members thank all of you and continue 

to rely on you to keep doing what you do, 

looking for new ways to help them.



Another membership

CHANGE AGENTS
WAVE MAKERS

AGENTS OF CHANGE



Jayne Demsky
jayne@schoolavoidance.org

Let me know how we can help your 
organization or school.

School Avoidance Master Class for Parents
Professional Development for schools

Tier 2 & Tier 3 Intervention
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Thank you!


