Standalone ADHD Parent Resource

School Mornings, School Refusal and Getting
Through the Door

A detailed guide to understanding what 'lI'm not going' may be communicating, reducing morning pressure
and working with school when attendance has become difficult.

A difficult school morning can begin long before a child says they will not go. They may wake already depleted,
struggle to move from sleep into action, become stuck choosing clothes, refuse breakfast, panic about a lesson,
search for missing equipment, react to a sensory discomfort or reach the front door and suddenly be unable to
continue. What adults see as refusal may contain anxiety, executive-function overload, exhaustion, social fear,
sensory distress, learning difficulty, bullying, uncertainty or several of these at once.

School attendance matters, but understanding the barrier matters too. Repeatedly increasing pressure without
identifying what the child is struggling to access can turn every morning into a confrontation while leaving the
underlying difficulty unchanged. The aim is to support attendance in a way that is informed, safe and realistic - not to
make parents feel they simply need to be firmer.

Start by locating the point where the morning breaks down

What you may see What may be underneath What to explore
Will not get out of bed Poor sleep, exhaustion, anxiety about the day  Sleep pattern, first demand of the morning
or difficulty initiating the first task. and whether school-related worry begins the

night before.

Explodes over clothes Sensory discomfort, decision overload, Prepare choices earlier; identify textures,
uniform issues or a need for predictability. seams, temperature or uniform concerns.
Feels sick or has headaches Anxiety can have physical symptoms, but Notice timing and patterns; seek medical
physical illness must not be assumed away. advice for persistent or concerning
symptoms.
Gets ready but cannot leave The threshold itself may represent separation, =~ Ask what changes mentally or physically as

travel, uncertainty or what is waiting at school.  leaving gets closer.

Attendance worsens on particular A lesson, person, unstructured period, PE, Map difficult days against the timetable and
days test, change or social situation may be school events.
relevant.

Executive functioning can make mornings disproportionately hard

A school morning is a chain of future-focused tasks: wake, orient to time, wash, dress, eat, find belongings,
remember changes to the day, stop whatever you are doing and leave by a deadline. A child can understand every
individual step and still be unable to organise the sequence reliably. Externalise the routine with a short checklist,
prepare high-friction items the night before and remove decisions that do not need to happen at 7:30 a.m.

Do not wait until the crisis to ask what school feels like

Children often find it difficult to explain a complex school problem while adults are urging them out of the door.
Explore school when the child is regulated. Ask about lessons, noise, toilets, lunch, peers, teachers, transitions,
being called on, homework, changing for PE, getting things wrong, break times and the journey. Specific questions
can reveal barriers hidden inside the broad statement 'l hate school'.



When 'school refusal' is communicating distress

The phrase school refusal can describe behaviour, but it does not explain why the child is struggling to attend. Some
families prefer language such as emotionally based school avoidance because it keeps attention on the distress and
barriers involved. Whatever terminology is used, the individual child's experience needs to be understood.

Anxiety Fear of mistakes, separation, social situations, tests, teachers, unpredictability or previous
distress can make the body react before the child can explain why.

Sensory load Noise, crowds, uniform, smells, lighting, lunch halls and busy transitions may make the school
day physically exhausting.

Learning and executive Repeatedly feeling behind, forgetting equipment, not understanding work or being told to try
demands harder can make school feel unsafe to self-esteem.
Social experience Bullying, exclusion, friendship instability, masking or fear of unstructured times may sit behind

apparently unexplained attendance difficulties.

Make the morning smaller

During a difficult morning, reduce the number of instructions the child has to hold. Focus on the next accessible step
rather than repeatedly describing the whole consequence of being late. 'Put on your socks' is easier to process than
a long explanation about why they must hurry. Where possible, keep adult language calm and predictable; urgency
can be real without every sentence carrying panic.

Connection does not mean removing every expectation

A parent can acknowledge distress and still work towards school attendance. 'l can see this feels really hard, and |
am going to help you with the next step' is different from either dismissing the feeling or abandoning the plan
immediately. When attendance has become significantly impaired, however, the solution usually needs school and
professional involvement rather than the parent escalating pressure alone.

If the child reaches school but cannot enter

A busy gate or reception can be the hardest point. A planned arrival can help: a named adult, quieter entrance,
slightly adjusted arrival where agreed, predictable handover or immediate access to a safe space. These
arrangements should be made with school rather than improvised every morning.

Late is not the same as absent

When perfection becomes the enemy of attendance, families can end up thinking that if the child has missed
registration there is no point going in. Where school agrees, a supported late arrival may preserve connection with
education while the underlying difficulty is addressed. The exact attendance plan needs to be coordinated with the
school and relevant professionals.



Working with school: move from 'won't attend' to
'‘what is the barrier?’

Parents often hold information that school does not see, while school sees parts of the day the parent cannot.
Bringing those two pictures together is essential. Ask for concrete observations rather than general statements that
the child is 'fine once here'.

Ask school about Why it matters

Arrival and first lesson Does distress reduce once the child is inside, or are difficulties simply less
visible?

Break and lunch Unstructured social and sensory demands are often missed in classroom reports.

Specific lessons or staff Attendance patterns may connect to academic difficulty, fear, conflict or particular

environments.

Transitions Moving rooms, changing for PE and unexpected timetable changes can increase
uncertainty.

Masking and recovery A quiet child at school may still be using substantial effort and collapsing
afterwards.
SEND support Consider whether unmet needs, reasonable adjustments or further assessment

should be discussed with the SENCO/SEND team.

Keep a short pattern record

For one or two weeks, record the night before, sleep, morning trigger, physical symptoms, point of refusal, timetable,
what helped and what happened after arrival or absence. This is not to build a case against the child. It can reveal
that Wednesdays are consistently difficult, that PE days trigger distress, or that poor sleep reliably precedes inability
to leave.

Avoid making home a punishment for distress

If a child cannot attend, home does not need to become deliberately unpleasant to prove that absence is not
rewarding. Keep the day appropriately structured and aligned with the agreed attendance plan, but remember that
genuine distress is not corrected by shame. Equally, avoid allowing absence to drift without communication and
review when school attendance is deteriorating.

Bullying and safeguarding

If a child reports bullying, threats, harassment, assault or feeling unsafe, take the disclosure seriously and follow the
school's safeguarding and anti-bullying procedures. Attendance pressure should not override immediate safety
concerns. Record concrete information and seek appropriate help.

When health or mental health may be involved

Persistent nausea, headaches, panic symptoms, sleep disruption, low mood, severe anxiety, self-harm concerns or
marked changes in eating or functioning warrant appropriate assessment. Physical symptoms should not
automatically be labelled anxiety, and emotional distress should not be dismissed simply because tests are normal.



School Morning and Attendance Support Map

Complete this when the child is relatively calm. Share relevant parts with school so the adults are working from the
same picture.

What starts to feel difficult the night before?

How did my child sleep?

What is the first difficult point in the morning?

Clothes, food, sensory or physical barriers

What does my child say they are worried about?

Which days, lessons or situations are hardest?

What happens at break and lunch?

Who at school feels safe?

What helps the child get from home to the door?

What would make arrival less overwhelming?

What support helps once inside school?

What makes the situation worse?

What do we need school to investigate or adjust?

Health or mental-health concerns needing professional
advice

Helpful language for difficult mornings

Try: 'l believe you that something feels hard.' 'We only need to work on the next step.' 'You don't have to explain
everything while you're panicking.' "We will tell school what is happening.' 'Being late does not mean the whole day is
lost." 'l am going to help you, and we are also going to find out what is making school so difficult.’

A message for parents

When every morning feels like a negotiation between your child's distress and the clock, parents can become
frightened, frustrated and exhausted. You may be receiving attendance messages while simultaneously trying to get
a distressed child dressed, fed and through the door. This is not a problem that should sit entirely on one parent at 8
a.m. Attendance is important, and so is identifying what is preventing access. Keep asking for the conversation to
move from 'How do we make them go?' to 'What is happening, what is maintaining it, and what support makes
attendance more possible?'

Further support

In England, parents can discuss persistent attendance difficulties with the school, SENCO/SEND team and relevant
pastoral staff, and seek health advice through the child's GP or other involved professionals where appropriate.
Significant anxiety, physical symptoms, safeguarding concerns or deterioration in functioning need individual
assessment. This resource is educational and does not replace medical, psychological, educational, attendance,
SEND or safeguarding advice.
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