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The Premier’s Teacher Scholarships program – an initiative of the NSW Premier’s Department and administered by the NSW Department of Education – provides funding for a 5-week study tour to explore best practice in a recipient’s chosen focus area. The program aims to deliver outcomes for recipients, students, teacher colleagues and school communities. 
This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It captures the highlights of the many observations and learnings gained, which are to be further shared through future educational opportunities. The report is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.
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Introduction
School refusal, or emotion-based school attendance difficulties (EBSAD), is a complex issue affecting many students and families. When students experience emotional distress related to school attendance, it impacts their well-being, academic progress, and social development. The associated loneliness and shame can have lasting effects into adulthood, with long-term implications for mental health and future opportunities.
In 2023, The Education and Employment References Committee highlighted this as a matter of national importance, recommending improved awareness among teachers, school leaders, and health professionals. The NSW Department of Education provides valuable resources like School Refusal: Every School Day Counts to help families and schools work together in managing school anxiety and attendance difficulties.
There is some contention around the use of the term “school refusal”, as some would argue that young people are not “refusing” but simply cannot attend due to factors beyond their control. For this reason, the report will instead refer to this problem as “emotion-based school attendance difficulties” (EBSAD).
Focus of Study
There are currently a burgeoning number of alternative education settings that cater to students with EBSAD. These schools excel in providing wellbeing and learning support and are often successful in re-engaging young people with education. They are not accessible to all students. For this reason, it is imperative that mainstream schools adopt practices that can meet all students’ needs and advance, not retreat, from inclusive practices (Howard and Price, 2023).
The main purpose of this study tour was to observe teaching and wellbeing practices employed by alternative education settings who cater for students with significant school disengagement/ attendance issues. The intended outcome is to create a practical guide that can be implemented in any school in NSW. By tailoring the guide to NSW schools, staff will be able to work within current policies and procedures and apply their expertise creatively, with an evidence-based approach to reengaging students in the context of their own unique school conditions.
The study tour was split into two parts. In October 2024, I attended the International Network for School Attendance conference, held in New Orleans. This conference gave a broad overview of current international research on attendance problems and provided a theoretical and international perspective on the problem.
Part 2 of the study tour took place in March 2025 where I investigated this issue in an Australian context. I began in Sydney by presenting on a panel at the Sydney Morning Herald Education Summit. I then visited 14 schools around Australia to investigate current practices with students who had problems attending school. I interviewed leading Australian researchers, including Associate Professor Lisa Mackay Brown (University of Melbourne), Associate Professor Glen Melvin (Deakin University) and Nigel Howard (University of South Australia) as well as practitioners who are leading teams “on the ground” from the Navigator Program (Department of Education, Victoria), Department of Education, South Australia and members of the NSW Catholic Education Wellbeing and Attendance team.
To complete the study tour, I attended the Australian Inclusive Schooling Conference in Brisbane, where I heard from international and local speakers about inclusive practices in education.
Significant Learning
Theoretical background
School attendance problems can be conceptualised in many ways. Understanding systemic and individual issues are imperative in developing an accurate picture of students’ difficulties.
One lens through which the research community views school attendance problems is via a bio- ecological model (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2007). This model emphasises the broader relationships that young people have with their family, teachers, social networks and societal influences and does not necessarily see the young person as the “problem to be fixed”. Rather, young people are viewed within a system that may hinder or hinder their ability to "belong" and attend school regularly.
How is this theory applied practically?
The bioecological model provides a theoretical lens for understanding the complex systemic reasons and factors behind attendance problems. Individual factors can be identified using cognitive and behavioural approaches, such as identifying the areas where a student struggles to cope (Lazarus, 2006 in Havik and Ingul, 2021) and the function of school avoidance behaviours (Kearney, 2002). To ensure accurate identification of need and equitable distribution of resources, the research community advocates for a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) within school systems (Melvin, McKay-Brown, Heyne and Cameron, 2025), with tier one offering universal support, tier two targeted support and tier three, intensive support (Kearney and Graczyk, 2022). Students who experience chronic EBSAD, require tier three level support, which is intersectional and requires a deep understanding of how competing stressors impact the student at an individual level.
School practices and interventions
During the second part of the study tour, I explored school-related factors within Australia, emphasising specific practices that facilitated the re-engagement of young people who had struggled with attendance. Schools tackled this challenge in diverse ways, depending on the need and composition of their local communities. It was possible to identify key practices and philosophies shared by almost all settings and endorsed by practice leaders.
1. Values driven culture and clear educational philosophy.
2. Prioritisation of wellbeing and support
3. Strong focus on the learner as an individual
4. Flexible education pathways and delivery
5. Addressing barriers to engagement
6. Working collaboratively across disciplines and settings
1. Values driven culture
Most schools were driven by the underlying of philosophy of trauma informed practice, which emphasises respect, agency, connection, and engagement with learning. Some settings reminded students of these values daily, with visual cues and explicit teaching of life skills that exemplified philosophy. Many of these ideas were based on research and used to guide attitudes and behaviour in a restorative, non-punitive manner. Caring for self and others was a strong priority and integral to the success of the intervention.
At the core of these values was the concept of belonging, which involves feeling valuable and important to the community. This was accomplished by creating webs of support that connected students to what was important to them, including culture and creative expression of identity. By addressing this need first and foremost, students were more able to access learning opportunities and envision their own future.
An inspiring example of how belonging could be manifested in a school community was shared by the principal of Karuah Public School, Toni Lyle, at the SMH Education Summit. Toni described her school’s journey towards creating belonging through reconciliation and truth-telling about past exclusionary practices. By addressing the historical trauma of the local First Nations community, healing occurred, and relationships were rebuilt. Aboriginal students are excelling, suspensions have drastically reduced, and a strong sense of belonging is now the norm – demonstrating that deep cultural change is not only possible but powerful. This is reflected in attendance data, which is often above state average despite the complex and often transient school population.
2. Prioritisation of wellbeing and support
All schools emphasised that wellbeing is foundational to learning, and support was provided with a strong focus on connectedness and belonging through relationships. Schools had on site youth workers, teachers and allied health working collaboratively to provide wrap around services which met the practical and emotional needs of young people. At Hester Hornbrook Academy, Melbourne, this included ensuring that students were fed and clothed, with the provision of breakfast, snacks and lunch as part of the enrolment. Meeting basic needs was a strong focus in alternative education schools and student involvement in learning how to care for themselves was part of the curriculum. The practices at Hester Hornbrook emphasised that it is both a ‘wellbeing and learning school’ and acknowledged that if basic needs were not met, learning was unlikely to occur.
Creating spaces for reflection, self-regulation and connection with others also contributed to the general feeling of wellbeing. Some schools, such as Compass in South Australia, NG Central in Kariong, NSW and Yarra Me in Melbourne, were set in beautiful gardens, and inner-city campuses were designed with young people in mind, featuring communal cafes, modern furniture and specific purpose areas. SASY in SA had a basement gym with room to burn off energy or manage externalising behaviours safely. ET Australia in Gosford repurposed a former supermarket within the local shopping centre to create a learning space for years 7 to 10. All schools had dedicated self- regulation spaces, with low lighting, bean bags, mindfulness activities and access to counsellors as required.
Emotional and behaviour challenges were addressed through a trauma informed, relational lens. If a student was having a bad day, they were allowed to go home and ‘reset’ – with the phrase ‘it’s just not their day’ used in many schools. The focus on restorative actions and practice was often multidirectional, with a strong emphasis on student agency and voice. At St Laurence Flexible Learning Centre, Newcastle, students who were not behaving appropriately were asked to go on a break known as ‘reflection’ and were given the choice of when to return to school. Part of this process involved the student calling the school to arrange an appointment and a reparative plan to make right what had gone wrong.
Most students attending alternative education settings experience significant mental health difficulties, including depression and anxiety. Research suggests that interventions such as cognitive behaviour therapy (Melvin et al., 2025) are an effective strategy for treating mental health problems related to EBSAD. The schools that took part in this study recognised that their role was to create an environment where students felt safe and supported whilst they received professional help. Although mental health professionals were on site in many schools, there was a strong emphasis on supporting rather than providing mental health interventions. The exception to this was at schools connected to the local health services, such as Austin School and Travancore School. Travancore School provide an evidence based multidisciplinary intervention over 14 weeks called ‘in 2 school’ (McKay-Brown et al., 2018), with the aim of slowly reintroducing primary school age children back to the school environment. Although longitudinal data was not available, initial and anecdotal reports suggest strong improvement in many areas of life, including mental health recovery and attendance rates, for students who take part in this program.
Schools recognised that students needed an adult who they could rely on and trust to help them re-engage with learning and navigate the education system. This was accomplished at many schools by creating teams, made up of teachers, youth workers and teacher’s aides who worked with a small class of students (12 or less per class). These adults helped the young person access the curriculum and provided emotional and practical support, including helping them self-regulate when distressed. By focusing on the young person’s strengths, trust and hope were able to grow.
Within mainstream schools, these relationships were even more important due to the sheer number of students and highlighted the need to ensure that staff are well supported so they have the capacity to connect with students in an authentic manner. At Murray Bridge High School, SA and Gorokan High School, NSW, students could access a dedicated wellbeing space which was staffed by psychologists, teachers, social workers and youth workers. These spaces enabled students to create strong relationships with supportive adults in a private and comfortable environment within the school setting. They also functioned as a haven for students who needed time out for sensory or emotional regulation and a place teachers could go for advice. Gorokan High School also encouraged strong connection to culture for First Nations student by also providing an Aboriginal education hub, staffed by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander paraprofessionals and teachers.
3. Strong focus on the learner as an individual
Students with EBSAD struggle in mainstream school environments and schools recognise that this can be due to diverse learning needs, emotional and mental health difficulties, neurodiversity and trauma. For this reason, many schools, especially those associated with the local health district, ensured that each student had a thorough assessment with conceptualisation of their difficulties and strengths. Capitalising on each student’s strengths was an integral part of each student’s educational journey.
Schools implemented individualised learning plans (IEP) tailored to students’ individual needs, goals and progress. Plans were regularly updated with high levels of input from students. Flexible pacing and adaptation of the curriculum to meet students at their current ability and capacity levels was also an integral practice in most schools. Schools also employed alternative assessment methods adapted to students’ interests to meet curriculum outcomes; for example, at one school a student was able to show maths proficiency by creating an AFL footy tipping competition. This also acted as a conduit for social engagement and was a fun activity for the whole school community, increasing the student’s social capital.
There was also recognition that school completion was a milestone, but not necessarily an endpoint for learning. The goal for most schools was to equip students for their individual future pathways, whether that be further education, vocational training or employment.
This deep focus on the individual learner reflects a fundamental belief in accepting students at their current state, understanding their unique circumstances, and providing tailored support and opportunities for them to re-engage with education and achieve personal growth.
4. Flexible education pathways and delivery
Students with significant EBSAD are often unable to meet all curriculum outcomes to progress to the next stage of schooling. Schools recognised these difficulties, and many put accommodations in place to ensure that students could complete educational outcomes within an adapted timeframe. This included flexible pacing, where students worked at their own place to complete assessments and tasks. Teaching staff adapted the curriculum and removed unnecessary content to ensure that students were able to learn the most important and fundamental aspects of the course. At Youth Inc., the curriculum aligned with the South Australian Certificate of Education (SACE) and was integrated into student lead projects rather than discrete units of work. These projects were social justice focused, where students could work creatively with others on projects to benefit the wider community. The focus on ‘real world’ skills helped students engage with learning in a way that they had not experienced before, and they were inclined to attend more regularly.
5. Addressing barriers to engagement
Schools recognised that creating individualised, engaging curriculum and emotionally safe school environments were essential for reengagement, but often the barriers experienced by students went beyond those found in the school setting. As such, many schools addressed practical barriers to attending school by offering free meals, transport assistance, providing resources such as books and materials, having a non-stringent uniform policy, making laundry facilities and personal care items available on campus and at Compass in SA, students were also offered free childcare for children of preschool age, which meant young parents could complete their education.
Another way schools attempted to address barriers was by utilising an online hybrid school model. Most schools preferred students to attend in person for some part of the week but recognised that for students with severe anxiety or depression, the effort of ‘turning up’ may prevent them from learning or completing schoolwork. Many schools utilised online programs as an adjunct to face to face learning, with Youth Off the Streets, Budgewoi and Youth Inc., SA also creating specialised programs to cater for this group. By blending online and face to face learning, students in these programs were able to overcome the attendance barrier and still receive their education.
6. Working collaboratively across disciplines and settings
These themes emphasized schools working collaboratively with allied health, family, community members, and other stakeholders to provide wraparound support.
Young people often ‘run the gambit’ of support services, with many repeating the same interventions that have not been successful, leading to intervention fatigue and jadedness. The Catholic Attendance and Wellbeing Team in Broken Bay, NSW addressed this difficulty using an approach called AMBIT (adaptive mentalisation based integrative treatment). By identifying and scaffolding existing relationships, this approach provides frameworks for assessment and planning, makes hidden support and barriers explicit, and builds communities of practice delivering efficient, acceptable, and sustainable interventions. Victoria's Navigator Program used a similar model, with youth workers actively engagin with schools, students and parents in a case management role.
Parent and family involvement is crucial in being able to access help and maintain progress. This is especially important for younger children. Yarra Me School in Melbourne allows time at morning drop-off for parents to chat with staff, by ensuring that there are teachers on duty so that conversations are not ended prematurely by the school bell. This often leads to families receiving support that goes beyond school attendance.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Re-engaging young people with emotion-based school attendance difficulties requires highly individualised interventions addressing complex, interconnected causes. Success depends on authentic relationships between students and supportive adults, balancing wellbeing and learning goals despite funding pressures tied to formal outcomes.
Students with EBSAD provide valuable insights helping mainstream schools become safer and more accessible for all. Key evidence-based practices include developing inclusive approaches within mainstream settings through creative curriculum thinking and prioritising mental health until students can re-engage. Schools must offer choice in attendance modes and individualised curriculum support linked to future pathways.
Thorough case formulation investigating strengths, difficulties, and support networks enables personalised education plans and appropriate referrals. Regular review processes must centre student agency, presuming competency unless students indicate otherwise.
Staff and peer education through psychoeducation, self-regulation activities, and authentic connection opportunities support successful re-engagement. Early intervention at tier one and tier two levels focuses on prevention rather than crisis response.
Addressing systemic attendance barriers, accommodating differences, increasing student agency over learning delivery, and providing appropriate mental health interventions benefits all students.
This comprehensive approach creates more inclusive educational environments where diverse learners can thrive, ultimately improving access and outcomes for the entire school community.
Further activities:
· Webinar - School Counselling and Psychology Association NSW (SCPANSW) – ‘School Can’t – Case Formulation and Interventions’
· Panel member – Youth Mental Health Canada 2025 National Virtual Conference
· Podcast episode – School Link Central Coast
· Presentation - Australian National School Attendance Network – Conference
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