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ABSTRACT

Nevertheless parents often fall into depression, anxiety, and stress because of their children’s school refusal which
hinders their children’s school reentry on the contrary, they still play primary and critical roles in the school reentry process
of school-refusing adolescents. This study aimed to provide targeted psychological support to 274 parents of school-refusing
adolescents through an action research through four action cycles. Based on parental needs and cutting-edge research,
we underwent four cycles from top-down expert support to peer support for parents of school-refusing adolescents, from
intervening in the families of school-refusing adolescents to intervening in the social-ecological system in which these
families live, from a single discipline to interdisciplinary exploration, and emphasizing the postmodern psychological
philosophy that emphasizes local knowledge. The results are: (1) a warm and peer-support internet we-chat group was
established, (2) multi-disciplinary and multi-perspective psychological support and systems with different programs for
these parents are figuring out, (3) a more comprehensive social atmosphere without stigmatization are for the phenomenon
of school attendance problem are come into being, step by step.
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1. Introduction

In most countries and regions, schools are the central
environment for the healthy growth and development of ado-
lescents. Once a young person refuses to attend school, he or
she might face a series of serious consequences in the short
or long term. In the short term, adolescents who refuse to at-
tend school or show persistent difficulties in remaining class
may face academic difficulties, increased family conflict,
peer problems, depression or anxiety; long-term constraints
include school dropouts, poor occupational and employment
outcomes, significant psychopathology, and risk behaviors,

such as problem alcohol and drugs abuse!" 2.

School refusal, a worldwide public health challenge,
affects approximately 1%-7% of school-age adolescents! 4.
The first prerequisite for addressing school refusal is a clear
and an unambiguous definition, however, refusal and tru-
ancy, two common types of school attendance problems, are
often easily confused®!. The term school refusal refers to
adolescents who often have anxiety or other signs of emo-
tional distress (e.g., somatic problems), whereas the term
truancy is often used to refer to adolescents who intentionally
do not attend school and hide their nonattendance problems
from their parents. This behavior is often but not necessarily
associated with oppositional defiance disorder and conduct

disorders .
Although there is a degree of disagreement among re-

searchers on the definition of school refusal, researchers
generally agree that school-refusing young people have one
or more following characteristics: (1) seek the comfort and
security of home, preferring to remain close to parental fig-
ures, especially during school hours; (2) display evidence
of emotional upset when faced with the prospect of hav-
ing to attend school, though this may only take the form of
unexplained physical symptoms; (3) manifest no severe anti-
social tendencies, apart from possible aggressiveness when
attempts are made to force school attendance and (4) does
not attempt to conceal the problem from parents!’].

1.1 Need for school refusal interventions

Once adolescents refuse to attend school, it is diffi-
cult for them to resolve the problem on their own, and their
school refusal behaviors and associated symptoms tend to

worsen over time®!. Interventions for adolescent school

refusal have long spanned a range of disciplines and have
been approached from many different perspectives. These
interventions have played different roles in addressing young
people’s refusal school, and have also been refined and de-
veloped over a range of practices, culminating in a form of
mutual integration of multiple interventions.

In the early days, the focus of addressing these prob-
lems was on school-refusing adolescents based on anxiety.
Clinical approaches to the problem of school refusal have
focused on the symptoms of anxiety and depression in ado-
lescents who refused to attend school ). Common types of
medical intervention include tricyclic antidepressants, se-
lective serotonin reuptake, Inhibitors, etc[!® '], But medi-
cal intervention has not been accepted by school-refusing
adolescents and their parents because of its side effects!®).
Meanwhile, some school-refusing adolescents because of
their fluid and amorphous nature of anxiety and depressive
symptoms as well as the overall ambiguity and uncertainty
of the effectiveness of pharmacological interventions con-
sidering that some school-refusing adolescents who do not
have any form of anxiety and depressive symptoms!'? 131,

Many empirical studies have shown psychological
approaches to be effective in school refusing adoles-
cents’ anxiety/depression symptom relief and facilitating
return to school (King et al., 2000; Maynard et al.,
2015)[14 131 Cognitive behavioral therapy has been consid-
ered the most common, cost-effective, and effective in ad-
dressing anxiety-based school-refusing adolescents!'l. Cog-
nitive behavioral therapy (CBT) can help school-refusing
adolescents to improve somatic symptoms and change ir-
rational beliefs related to school attendance, and specific
techniques commonly used include relaxation training, ex-
posure therapy, somatic management skills, and cognitive
restructuring (Heyne et al., 2022; King et al., 2000)[3 4],
King et al. followed up on 15 children who successfully
resumed school through CBT therapy for 3—5 years. Thir-
teen children were able to adjust well to school 3—5 years
after returning to school without exhibiting any of the more
severe school refusal symptoms and receiving additional
treatment ('), Some researchers have also explored the effi-
cacy of combining CBT and pharmacological interventions
for school-refusing adolescents, and a study of interventions
for 47 school-refusing adolescents with severe anxiety and
depression, found that improvements in student attendance
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were better in the 8-week combined imipramine (a drug that
targets symptoms of anxiety and depression) and CBT inter-
vention group than in the combined placebo (to match the
imipramine drug intervention group, but there was no drug
effect) and CBT intervention group!!®).

However, the psychological approaches have also suf-
fered some questioning and criticism. Firstly, psychological
approaches, like clinical approaches, are aimed at alleviating
some of the psychological/psychiatric symptoms of adoles-
cents. But these approaches are less applicable to school-
refusing adolescents with externalizing problems such as
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), conduct
disorder, etc!'?l. Secondly, psychological approaches ignore
the broader contextual factors that influence adolescents’
school refusal problems, such as less consideration of factors
from the school level (bullying in schools, social exclusion,
teachers’ classroom management) '), from the societal di-
mension (high demands for academic achievement)?"), as
well as from the family perspective. On this basis, more and
more researchers have called for the key to solving the prob-
lem of school refusal should lie in emphasizing the functions
and roles among the various systems of the social-ecological
system in which adolescents live, and promoting the organic

linkage and cooperation among the various systems?!>22],

1.2 Parents’ involvement in school refusal

Parents and/or other caregivers (abbreviated as “par-
ents”) played a key role in the emergence, development,
maintenance, and prognosis of school refusal in adoles-

23,241~ A research study by Egger showed that in a

cents!
group of school-refusing adolescents with both internalizing
and externalizing symptoms, 75% of the biological fathers or
mothers had received psychiatric treatment[l. Recently a re-
search review employing the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) method to
review the eight existing studies and found that parental psy-
chological/psychiatric problems, family function, maternal
overprotection, and parental self-efficacy were all significant
predictors of adolescents developing school refusal 2°].
Parents However, in the beginning, parents usually at-
tribute this phenomenon to academic problems and ignore the
children’s physical/psychological problems, when youths do
not attend school or show any visible signs of school refusal

problems until the youth refuse to go to school completely,

and then parents may be aware of the seriousness of the prob-
lem and feel very frustrated and helpless as a result26-28],
Furthermore, if the problem of school refusal persists, par-
ents may become reactive or anxious, and eventually become
“paralyzed” (2%,

The problem may worsen over time if the youths do
not attend school soon?°), while most young people are not
capable of returning to school on their own[3%, hence the
need for timely and effective intervention in the youths” own
and surrounding systems is of supreme importance. To date,
evidence suggests that parental involvement in the interven-
tion process can greatly increase the rate of youth return to
school[1%: 311 At the same time, Sandler et al. (2011) found
that parents actively use parenting skills and build parental
self-efficacy to address problems in parenting ), as well as
to have long-term positive effects on adolescents. In addition,
Heyne et al. (2001) indicated that parents may be more effec-
tive and accessible targets in interventions to support their

321 Overall, factors

children who refuse to attend school!
from parents may contribute to or accelerate the emergence
and development of school refusal. when it comes to the
problem has been created, parents can play their function
and role in helping to solve the problem.

While once young people appear to refuse to attend
school, parents might feel depressed, anxious, and stressed,
which may reduce their ability to support their children (33,
thus preventing the teenager from returning to school. There-
fore, these parents are likely to need some level of outside
support to stabilize themselves and learn how to help their
school-refusing children.

Family intervention is a common intervention to ad-
dress adolescent school refusal. School refusal problems
are often compounded by parental anxiety, complacency 2%,
and family interventions can be very helpful and support-
ive to the parents to ensure that they are sympathetic and
firm34, Family interventions are more flexible compared
to other psychological approaches. Kearney and Silverman
(1995) summarized five types of unhealthy family function-
ing, which are entangled family, detached family, segregated
family, conflicted family, and blended family 3], Depend-
ing on the type of family functioning, the direction of in-
terventions varies greatly in terms of the specific measures
to be taken, and the counselor/therapist needs to conduct a
proper overall family functioning. The counselor/therapist
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also needs to properly assess the entire family functioning
and be flexible in selecting and implementing techniques
such as contingency contracting, role-playing, social skills
training, etc. Richardson (2016) points out that if the parents
are willing to establish a trusting alliance with the therapist
and assume a firm, authoritative role, school-refusing ado-
lescents’ attendance will readily increase and their mental
status will improve 28],

However, as a psychological approach, as men-
tioned earlier, family interventions in the traditional sense
weaken/ignore the role of factors such as peer interaction,
school climate, and community of school-refusing youth. In
a 6-month Intensive In-home Child and Adolescents Psychi-
atric Services demonstrated no improvement in attendance
for school-refusing adolescents with social issues in school
and suggested that these school-refusing adolescents may

benefit from school perspective perspectives 0.

1.3 School involvement in school refusal

In the school context, the causes of and interventions
for school refusal relate to three main dimensions: peer in-
teractions, curriculum, and teacher behavior?!.

In terms of peer interactions, some school-refusing ado-
lescents may be more likely to experience difficulties in so-
cial situations or even social isolation and bullying*”1. And
a good partnership, as a protective factor for school refusal
problems, can be very supportive for adolescents and prevent
them from refusing school [*®). Behavioral therapies such as
systematic desensitization, relaxation training, social skills
training, and situational imagery are used to improve the
social problems of school-refusing adolescents3”). Mean-
while, schools should also provide appropriate support for
adolescents who have difficulties with peer interactions, such
as establishing effective anti-bullying mechanisms[3% 4%1,

Factors such as curriculum that do not meet the needs
of the individual adolescent and student disinterest in the
curriculum itself may contribute in some way to the prob-
lem of adolescent school refusal !, Alternative educational,
after-school programs, individualized and flexible instruc-
tion may be able to address the problem of school-refusing
youth caused by the poor curriculum 161,

In terms of teacher behavior, inappropriate teaching
methods, over-emphasis on consistency, and frequent criti-

cism and blaming of students are all factors that contribute to

adolescents’ school refusal 2!, The focus of the intervention
is on appropriate training for teachers to help them under-
stand and master how to help school-refusing adolescents
academically, socially, and emotionally ). In addition, sev-
eral school-wide, broad-based measures (e.g., rewarding or
penalizing students for attendance) are effective in increasing

44,451 Finally, communication and coop-

student attendancel
eration between home and school have also been recognized
as an important part of helping school-refusing youth return
to school. Communication between teachers and parents
can lead to mutual understanding and support, and common
ways to do this include home visits, parent involvement in
classroom activities, and workshops 6],

Although some of the interventions mentioned above
provide a suitable school climate for school-refusing youth,
some of them seem to have difficulty taking the step from

home to school and benefiting from these interventions 7).

1.4 Community involvement in school refusal

The influence of community factors on youth school
refusal to attend school is often presented as a contextual
factor, with modes of transportation, unorganized/unsafe
neighborhoods, poor sub-cultural values, and lacking of ap-
propriate educational supportive services all contributing to
some degree to the emergence of school refusal 12431,

Community-based approaches to addressing school re-
fusal among adolescents are often based on systemic inter-
ventions in partnership with schools and families!'®). Such
systemic intervention models and approaches are fluid and
multifaceted, and the specific means of intervention depend
largely on the characteristics and needs of the target pop-
ulation, as well as the availability of local resources and

s Out-of-school time programs, vocational train-

policie
ing, parent education, and counseling are all interventions
that can support the educational, social, physical, and mental
health of students and increase the likelihood that they will

return to school 39331,

1.5 Family-based multidisciplinary interven-
tions in school refusal

Currently, interventions centered on the families of
school-refusing adolescents make up for the past neglect

of the positive/negative role of schools and communities
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on the issue of school refusal. Many research teams are
increasingly focusing on the organic interactions between
the ecosystems in which adolescents are embedded, and
have developed a range of practical, interdisciplinary, family-
based interventions for adolescents who are excluded from
school that involve all aspects of the home, school, and com-
munity. For example, the integrated team (also known as
family coach) for families can provide targeted support to
families of young people with attendance difficulties by con-
necting home, school, and community, which can empower
parents and increase young people’s sense of safety and vis-
ibility34. Reissner et al. (2019) developed and tested a
program that incorporates cognitive-behavioral therapy, fam-
ily counseling, school counseling, and psychoeducational
physical exercise program, and a multidisciplinary team (in-
cluding psychotherapists, psychiatrists, psychiatric nurses,
social workers, teachers, and a sports scientist) developed
specific interventions under each module!>!. This approach
allows flexibility in choosing different interventions under
the four modules according to the needs of different adoles-
cents and their parents . In addition, interdisciplinary teams
are working in alternative and transitional education that has
been shown to improve attendance, mental health, quality
of life, and positive experiences in school for young people
who refuse to attend school 31,

Overall, to better support parents of school-refusing
youth, alleviate their anxiety, improve their family function-
ing and parent-child relationships, and help their children
address barriers on the road back to school, we provide diver-
sified and precise psychological support for school-refusing
youth by using parents as the entry point and referring to the
idea of single counseling to interdisciplinary team interven-
tions in the development of family interventions.

2. Materials and methods
2.1 Methodology

Since Kurt Lewin introduced the concept of action re-
search in 1946, action research has been applied to solve
social problems and has evolved to encompass almost all
fields of research and work 571, Action research, as a method-
ology, is commonly used by practitioners from different dis-
ciplines (such as psychology, sociology, education, etc.) to
promote the economic, political, psychological, and spiritual
improvement and people’s development in the communi-

ties[**]. Heron and Reason (2008) stated that action research
can develop knowledge and contribute to educational devel-
opment and active mobilization by engaging participants in
an “extended epistemology” of empirical, representational,
propositional, and practical ways of knowing>?1. In other
words, effective action research can generate solutions to
problems and practical knowledge that can be applied to
life, avoiding the traditional disparity between mainstream
scholarship and practice3% 601,

It is generally accepted that Lewin was the first person
who coined a complete framework for action research and
emphasized that action research should proceed in a spiral
cycle of steps that include identifying the problem, planning,
implementing the action, reflecting on the process and results,
replanning, implementing the action, reflecting again, and

61, 62

so onl!:621 This study will be based on the action research

framework proposed by Lewin.

2.2 Project background

School refusal studies in China started later than it in
the West, and the serious consequences of school refusal for
adolescents have not yet received sufficient attention from
the community, but there is growing evidence that school
refusal among Chinese adolescents has become a problem
that needs urgent attention and resolution. Many Chinese
psychological and psychiatric clinics claimed that school
refusal among adolescents has become the most important
problem to address®]. A study of 6369 Chinese adolescents
suggested that about 22.5% of students exhibited different
degree of school refusal behaviors and the severity of school
refusal tended to increase with age[64].

In addition to this, we must also consider the impact
of Covid-19 on the school refusal of Chinese youth. The
consequences of Covid-19 have infiltrated every aspect of
the daily lives of Chinese adolescents%3]. The Ministry of
Education estimates that approximately 1.8 billion students
have used the Internet and electronic media to access classes
at home[%®!. However, long-term social isolation and health
concerns are expected to have significant impacts on the ado-
lescents’ academic achivements, physical and psychological
health 7981 For example, a survey of 668 parents from
different regions of China suggested that some adolescents
have some degree of posttraumatic stress disorder (20.7%)
and depressive symptoms (7.2%) 1. Given the high co-
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linearity between school refusal and psychological/mental

5[] the situation of adolescent school refusal

health problem:
in China is likely to worsen. Finally, based on the results of
research on hikikomori (a Japanese term to refer to the phe-
nomenon of reclusive adolescents or adults who withdraw
from social life, often seeking extreme degrees of isolation
and confinement), we should be wary of further deterioration

of school refusal into hikikomori 7%,

2.3 Participants

Our research team “S” was created in early 2020 and
was led by a faculty member “A*” with a Ph.D. in psychol-
ogy and a faculty member B with a Ph.D. in education and
was consisted of 14 members (including 7 current graduate
students with a background in mental health education and
7 undergraduate students). The two leaders of the research
team have extensive field research experiences and are pri-
marily responsible for the design of the research protocol
and the process of adapting the research direction and pro-
cess to the specific situation promptly. The undergraduate
and graduate students in the research team are responsible
for observing research dynamics, collecting and organizing
research data, and providing feedback on various problems
encountered during the research process with the supervision
from A & B. Team members meet online every month to
share information they have observed, collected, and com-
piled over the recent period, to reflect on the current research
process, and to discuss specific courses of action for the
future.

Participants were recruited by using the electronic
poster and snowball sampling, and all participants signed an
electronic informed consent form and confidentiality agree-
ment, with 274 parents in the group as of June 6, 2023.

3. Project stages: Spiral action in the
field of school refusal

The study followed the basic framework of action re-
search, with a cycle of identifying the problem, planning,
taking action, reflecting on the research process and find-
ings, and developing the next plan. There are four stages
(Figure 1).

Stage 1: Focusing on the phenomenon of adolescent
school refusal and understanding the current situation of
families with school-refusing adolescents and their needs;

Stage 2: Creating a community for families with
school-refusing adolescents; providing psychological sup-
port to parents within the community; exploring further ways
to address the problem of school refusal through lectures by
experts and interviews with these parents;

Stage 3: Promoting supportive behavior and provide
psychological support for parents in the community; under-
standing the problem of school refusal from the school’s
perspective and inviting more experts in the field to discuss
the issue of school refusal without stigmatization; providing
support for young people who refuse to attend school.

Stage 4: Consolidating and improving community-
parents support groups; exploring and disturbing the social-
ecological system in which school-refusing adolescents live;
exploring interdisciplinary intervention and prevention of
school refusal, drawing on the experiences shared by hikiko-
mori intervention experts; exploring multiple educational
pathways from the perspective of comprehensive and sys-

tematic interventions.

3.1 Stagel: Preparation phases

Part 1-Plan: Initial understanding and collecting the
needs of families with school-refusing adolescents through
interviews

Before the study started, the two leaders of the research
team found in their counseling sessions that the majority of
visitors (parents) reported that their children refused to go to
school and that visitors were very anxious, but could not do
anything about it. Based on these situations, the two leaders
decided to explore how to help these parents address their
children’s school refusal from a research perspective and
formed the research team “S”.

At the beginning of the study, we recruited families with
school-refusing adolescents using electronic posters. Draw-
ing on Kearney’s criteria for identifying school refusal, we de-
fined the recruitment criterion as “complete non-attendance”
at school for at least one semester['?]. Additionally, we ex-
cluded families whose adolescents refused to attend school
due to severe mental illness or for other valid reasons (e.g.,
physical illness) '],
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Preparation
phases

Description of phases

Focusing on the phenomenon of
school refusal and
understanding the current
situation and needs of families of
school-refusing adolescents.

Example activities

Budding
phases

Description of phases

Creating a community of parents
of families with school-refusing
adolescents.

Providing psychological support
to parents within the community.

Exploring further ways to address
the problem of school refusal
through lectures by experts and
interviews with these parents.

Example activities

Development
phases

Description of phases

Promoting supportive behavior

among parents in the community.

Continuing to provide
psychological support to parents
in the community.

Understanding the problem of
school refusal from the school's
perspective and invite more
experts in the field to discuss the
problem of school refusal.

Providing support for school-

refusing adolescents.

Example activities

Mature
phases

Description of phases

‘Consolidating and A

improving community parent
support groups.

Exploring and disturbing the
social-ecological system in which
'school refusing adolescents live.

Exploring interdisciplinary
intervention and prevention of
school refusal, drawing on the
experiences shared by hikikomori
intervention experts,

Exploring multiple educational
athways.

Example activities

Recruiting families of schook-refusing
youth through e-posters and visiting
these families.

Create a WeChat community called
"Parent Huddle Bust".

The shift from top-down expert support to peer supp

from the parent community and

Encouraging and collecting questions
conduct public service Q&A activities

Regular weekly parant support group
activity.

dol.

for p of school

Continuing adolescent school refusal
related counseling practice.

parents in the community.

{ Individual and group counseling for ]

The shift from intervening in the

of school

atform "HM Psychology and

Building a psychological consultation
Education Public Welfare Platform".

Education Ecelogy and Innovation
Education Forums

Conversation with school teachers:

Teacher Chat Room.

to intervening in the social-ecological system in which these families live

‘Reading books and taking courses
focused on school refusal and
learning boredom/burnout

Inviting clinicians and psychologists to
ive public lectures.

Inviting experts in education and
sociology to give public lectures.

A forum workshop called United Heart
Forum Interdiscipiinary Collaboration.

The shift from single di

Taiwan scholars are invited to share
their experience in hibernation
assistance.

Visiting various psychological and Conversation with parents of school- ‘Sponges Teenager Says. The founder of Innovative Education
educational institutions that provide refusing adolescents: Mom and Dad Sponges Experiencer Says shares the philosophy and curriculum
serviees for Chat Room Yeuth Accompaniment of the school
[ dern psy pt that local g
Reflection Reflection Reflection Reflection
[ Parents in the community are not [ Leveraging the behavior and (
It s difficult to respond to all the needs (pare 4 Parent support group can conduct
motivated to share their feelings and willingness of parents in the community
k of parents in the community. J i B e e k activities steadily and regularly.

These parents are isolated, helpless.
anxious and in need of support and

Parents gave feedback on the support
t they were able to receive from

The school perspective still does not J

( Continuing to deeply disrupt the.
{ ecosystem in which families of school

[ fully reflect the full picture of the school

em rment. individual and group counseling. refusal problem, refusing youth Iive.

[ Single discipline interventions and (" Conflicts and difficulties in home- )/ Communication and cooperation Al ("The theoratical aspests of
preventions do not explain and solve school communication during the between different disciplines can be interdisciplinary interventions are ripe
the problem of school refusal. consultation process. i to create synergy. for i i

‘Current psychological and educational
institutions vary too much in practice ‘
and philosophy and lack systematic
solutions.

Next plan

(" Clinicians, psychologists mostly explair
rejection from a pathological |
perspective.

Parents lack confidence in their
children’s future and fear that their |
children's social functioning might be
impaired.

Next plans

[RiFeseretensing the evoktion from

school refusal to hikikemori.

Some youth may not be suitable for the
traditional education route.

Next plans

[ Parents may warry about the
applicability and future of innovative
education.

\ Future plans

Building a WeChat community to
assist parents of school-refusing

Encouraging these parents to ask
«questions and share insights on school
refusal

Using the wisdom of parents within the
community to form a mutual support
group.

Assessing continually the needs of
these parents and providing additional
support.

Psychological support for parents of
school-refusing adolescents.

A

Ensuring long-term stable individual
and group counseling for parents.

Exploring other parts of the social-
ecological system in which adolescents

practice of interdisciplinary

\ interventions on school refusal.

Exploring the problem of school
refusal from the perspective of

Interviews with current teachers to
promote home-schaol communication

Exploring interdisciplinary intervention
madels for researchers and clinicians

Organizing visits and insight info
innovative educational institutions for

\E

\|' psychology and its related disciplines.

Learning from experience in the ]

in fields.
Exploring school refusal in the context Tearing and understanding Gplimizing the youth companionship

EERUErs Aoout o familes of of other disciplines such as sociology intervention programs for hikikomori pragram, under the Hikikomari
9 and education. problems prevention and Intervention Program

Mar,2019-Jul,2020

\
-

L

Inviting young people who have
successfully refurned te school to share;
Developing a companion program for
school refusing young people.

when the form of the epidemic improves.
Providing altemative educational

Continuing the accompaniment program
pathways.

Jul,2020-Sep,2021

Sept,2021-Mar,2022

Mobilizing and organizing offline
activities for school-refusing
adolescents.

Mar,2022-Jun,2023

Figure 1. Action research and the process of action based on time and situation.

In the end, we recruited and conducted in-depth inter-

ment.

views with a total of seven families with school-refusing
adolescents (Table 1). The results revealed that the reasons
behind the youth who refused to attend school are highly
variable and complex. While the parents of these youths
showed some degree of anxiety and powerlessness, and we

recognized that these parents needed support and empower-

We made a preliminary plan, on the one hand, we plan
to learn more about the precise situation and needs of families
who refuse to go to school through interviews and psycholog-
ical counseling; on the other hand, we expect to find some
sets of solutions to the problem of adolescent school refusal

from the existing literature, books, and social institutions.
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Table 1. Basic information of the seven youths who refused to go to school in the initial interview (All adolescents’ names were replaced

with pseudonyms).

Family number

Profile of school refusing young people

After Adam succeeded in getting into a major high school, he suddenly told his parents that he didn’t
Bob stopped attending school one week after the start of his junior year because of excessive language
Carol stopped attending school a week after the start of the school year because she participated in the
idol practice auditions in her junior year and was criticized by her class teacher in front of the class
and her classmates evaluated her. Carol has made several attempts to return to school, but she failed.

Daisy did not take the Senior High School Entrance Examination as she suffered from depression in

Emma didn’t like go to school since kindergarten. After entering junior high school, she stopped
going to school before the final exams of her first year because she felt physically and mentally

Fannie was diagnosed with depression a year after her little sister was born and began experiencing
non-attendance in fifth grade and indirect non-attendance in her junior year due to the effects of her

George was bullied by his classmates shortly at his first year of school, and thereafter became fearful.

! want to go to school and wanted to play E-Sports.
2 and behavior by his homeroom teacher.
3
4 her junior year due to the heavy academic pressure and homework load.
5
uncomfortable due to the increased academic pressure and social fear.
6
illness.
7

He did not go to school a month later, and was diagnosed with depression.

Part 2-Action: Continuing to collect information from
practical activities and trying to find solutions from literature
and social organizations

To better understand and address the problem of ado-
lescent school refusal, we continued to recruit families with
school-refusing adolescents through e-posters. As the num-
ber of families recruited grew, the diverse and numerous
needs of parents of school-refusing adolescents made it dif-
ficult for us to respond to all of them. Hence, we decided
to invite all the parents recruited to a larger community fo-
cusing on the common problems of school refusal where we
give them a degree of psychological and educational support.

To help these parents scientifically and effectively, we
began to read psychological books and take courses focused
on school refusal and boredom/burnout (in Chinese scholars’
perspective, the problem of school non-attendance is more
related to academic burnout), hoping to find solutions to the
problem of school refusal.

Subsequently, we visited various psychological and ed-
ucational institutions that provide services for adolescents.
We chose these institutions from recommendations from par-
ents, and advertisements.

Part 3-Reflection: The effectiveness and limitations of
support based on psychological perspectives remain unclear

As we continued our school refusal-related counseling

practice, we compiled interview data from the parents we

recruited and concluded that these parents experienced the
following psychological journey in addition to negative expe-
riences such as anxiety and depression when addressing their
teen’s school refusal: (1) isolated and unsupported. They
were not only isolated by their relatives, friends, and col-
leagues, but also considered as “deviants” and felt ashamed
that their children do not go to school, and/or (2) seeking
help without proper resources. These parents did not know
how to find an organization to solve the problem of school
refusal, and/or (3) worrying about their children’s future,
especially the career plan and the children’s mental/health is-
sues. However, as more and more parents were recruited and
our research team grew tired of providing granular support to
these parents, we considered bringing together parents with
a certain homogeneous problem to address it.

We have not found ready-made solutions to the prob-
lem of adolescent school refusal in psychological literature,
books, and curricula. It turned out that the causes, interven-
tions, and prevention of school refusal are very complex and
may not be addressed by a single discipline of psychology
alone.

As for the various psychological and educational in-
stitutions visited and researched. We found that there are
indeed some organizations in China that are trying to address
the problem of school refusal, but the practice of these organi-

zations varied greatly and lacked the basis of corresponding
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empirical research to integrate into a systematic solution.

Part 4-Improvement: Building communities that can
provide broad-based and precise support to parents and ex-
panding the disciplinary perspectives of support programs

We need to gather for these parents and, depending on
their problems, provide targeted and extensive support to
parents struggling with common problems, and at the same
time open up a counseling platform of a pro-bono nature
to provide psychological counselling to a small number of
parents.

Meanwhile, our next step is to further confirm the ef-
fectiveness of the psychology disciplinary perspective in
supporting parents of school-refusing teenagers and in solv-
ing the problem of teenager school refusal, and to explore the
expansion of support programs under different disciplinary
perspectives based on the psychology disciplinary perspec-
tive.

Finally, because we did not find any existing theoretical
and practical results on supporting parents of school-refusing
adolescents, after a detailed discussion among the research
members, and taking into account the research directions
of the two principals, we decided to follow the concept of
postmodernism and start from the needs of the parents in the
community, to further understand the current situation and
predicament of these families, and to determine the details
of the support program accordingly.

3.2 Stage2: Budding phases

Part 1-Plan: Provide extensive and individualized sup-
port to parents in the community

We intend to co-create a normative community for the
recruited parents, within which all parents can express their
dilemmas and needs, and we will communicate with these par-
ents and invite them to participate in the matched support we
offer. We also hope that parents with the same issues can com-
municate with each other and help each other with the program.

Part 2-Action: Support and postmodern dialogue
groups not limited to psychological approaches

At this stage, given the impact of the epidemic, we cre-
ated an online group for parents of adolescents who refused
to go to school, called “Parent Huddle”.

Since some parents in the community were still in a
state of intense anxiety due to their children’s long-term
school refusal, we offered individual counseling and group
counseling channels for parents who needed to participate

through online registration. The counselings were conducted
online or offline as appropriate. The research team eventu-
ally provided individual counseling for 125 parents in the
community and group counseling for a total of 13 sessions,
for a total of 142 person-time.

We initially focused on adolescent school refusal from
a counseling perspective, and at this stage, we intended to
continue in this direction by inviting clinicians and coun-
selors to hold public lectures to discuss the causes, interven-
tions, and prevention of adolescent school refusal. From a
psychological/spiritual perspective, the key to solving the
problem of adolescent school refusal is to pay more attention
on improving parent-child relationships in the family and al-
leviating adolescents’ internalization problems (e.g. anxiety,
depression, etc.).

We also held several events called “Dad Chat Room”
and “Mom Chat Room”. We invited some experts to have
collaborative conversations on topics of current interest to
parents within the community, and conducted a total of
seven “Dad Chat Room” and five “Mom Chat Room” events
(Table 2).

We designed the Mom and Dad Chat Room to show
how two different identities, fathers and mothers, recognize
and intervene in teenage school refusal problems, thereby
promoting understanding between the couple and forming a
consistent alliance to face and solve the problem.

Part 3-Reflection: Multiple supports begin to show
results but reveal more problems

In the initial period of community building, the parents
in the group did not appear willing and motivated to share
their thoughts and feelings. We need to give these parents
some incentive to interact in the future.

In the area of individual/group counseling, the parents
said that they were able to receive enough support and em-
powerment. A mother who attended group counseling shared

her feelings and gains*:

‘I was so happy to meet Dr. A and the group
today. I didn t expect the psychodrama format
(a kind of drama that allows patients to vent
their emotions and achieve therapeutic effects)
to be so touching. I saw that I was once con-
fused and helpless, and I also saw the light of
hope shining in the future. I am grateful for

your organization, it’s great to have you’.
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Table 2. Detailed information about Dad Chat Room and Mom Chat Room.

Session  Date Core guests Top

ics

Consultant: Dr. C*

Host: Dr. 4

Reflective team: Parents in the community

Dad Chat Room

1 11/12/2020 Topic holder: Q (father)

2 11/02/2021 Topic holder: W (father)

3 11/10/2021 Topic holder: E (father)

4 11/16/2021 Topic holder: R (father)

5 11/23/2021 Topic holder: T (father)

6 11/30/2021 Topic holder: Y (father)
Topic holders: U and I

7 12/07/2021 (father)

Mom Chat Room

1 11/24/2020 Topic holder: A (mother)

2 11/12/2021 Topic holder: S (mother)

3 11/26/2021 Topic holder: D (mother)

4 12/15/2021 Topic holders: F and G
(mother)

5 12/21/2021 Topic holder: H (mother)

What can I do to help our children

How to get our children back to school by improving the parent-
child relationship

How to change children’s perception of value

What changes can help get children on the right track

How to help school-refusing young people find a consistent
direction to work towards

Change in parental perception is the cornerstone of children’s
growth

A spiritual journey by conversation

How can anxious parents and depressed children walk together
How do support school-refusing adolescents as parents to better
adapt to school

Finding reasons why children refuse to go to school and ways
to help them return to school

Freedom to grow is a gift to our children! How to help them
start a new journey

Change the paradigm and find happiness

* Consultants serving the Y Psychology and Education Public Interest Platform.

Again, counseling can help these parents take a better
look at their past selves and discover their inner resources,
as another mother shared.

‘Thanks to the teachers of the research team!
Thanks to the partners who participated in the
event, thanks to the partners who shared their
hearts openly and sincerely, thanks to the part-
ners who allowed us to look at ourselves again
in the mirror, and thanks to the research team
and the partners who supported and encour-
aged us. We are grateful for the support and
encouragement of our research team and part-

ners’.

In addition, we found that during the group/individual
counseling process, parents repeatedly reported problems
in the home-school communication process. For example,
some schools lacked awareness and response options to the
problem of adolescent school refusal, believing that refusal
to attend school was the problem of the adolescents them-

selves and their parents and that the school should not be

21

responsible for it. Furthermore, some parents reported that
teachers were risk factors in the development of youth refusal
to attend school (such as teacher bullying).

However, we encountered three difficulties in the prac-
tice process. First, even though some parents within the com-
munity have improved the parent-child relationship in the
family through individual /group counseling, their children
have not resumed school. Second, most of these adolescents
have stigmatizing attitudes toward counseling and taking
psychotropic drugs, so they refused any form of psychologi-
cal/psychiatric treatment. Third, some of the school-refusing
adolescents did not have internalizing problems and did not
appear to have significant problems with parent-child re-
lationships with their parents. They just did not want to
stay at school without any obvious reasons. Therefore, we
considered expanding the disciplinary perspective further
by inviting researchers and practitioners from more fields,
such as sociology and education, to discuss solutions to the
problem of school refusal together.

Parents who participated in the postmodern conversa-

tions group also gained a great deal. The mother of a 16-
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year-old boy who refused to attend school shared her feelings

after listening to one of the Dad Chat Room:

‘Today I listened very carefully to your con-
versation with Dr. C. It was also a sharing of
your experiences over the past two years, and
1 really benefited from it. In your account of
your daughter s upbringing, I knew that you at-
tach great importance to choose a school in the
provincial capital in the hope that she would
get a good education. In addition to school
education, you also enrolled her in summer
camps and winter camps during the holidays,
hoping for her better development... At the end
of your sharing, you have your reflections, in-
cluding society, school, family, and children
at all levels. You have mentioned Schopen-
hauer (I think it said “pain and pleasure are
always intertwined” but I don t remember too
clearly), which let me see your good learning,
wisdom, and unconditional acceptance of chil-
dren. This is what [ want to learn from you. You
have also talked many times about how your
loved one is also an active learning parent and
how you encourage and help each other, which

is much better than my family s situation’.

A father with the screen name Diligent left a message
in the WeChat group after listening to one of the Mom Chat
Room:

“Today, after listening to your sharing, I feel
that it is not easy for mothers, and I also have
tears in my eyes. The process is similar, just
the difference in length. The children need our
support, and we also need our children to in-
spire us. One light for the corner, ten thousand
lights for the country. I think the attention,
care, and love of Dr. A and Dr. C can light
up our group. I also believe that we can hold
each other close and keep each other warm. 1
suggest that Dr. A shine a little brighter and

warmer and stick to the conversation’.

We noticed that in almost every Mom and Dad Chat

Room, parents in the community expressed their confusion
about whether their children would be able to return to school
and their concern about their children’s impaired social func-
tioning due to their long-term refusal to engage with their
peers.

Part 4-Improvement: Encourage parental interaction
and confidence for parents, as well as an exploration of
other parts of the social-ecological system in which school-
refusing adolescents live.

Our individual/group counseling and postmodern con-
versations have had good results, so we intend to continue
them. But we should also energize parents to interact with
each other themselves, so that they can offer understanding
and support to each other, rather than just having parents
passively receiving support from us or some of them being
active in small groups.

We must also pay attention to the problems reflected
by parents in their consultations, in the ecosystem in which
the school-rejecting adolescents live, where the school and
society seem to contribute in some way to the emergence
and worsening of the problem of school refusal.

To increase the confidence of parents in the community,
we focalized on seeking out teenagers who have successfully
returned to school in the community to share their own experi-
ences with these parents and, at the same time, we figured out
a plan to have graduate/undergraduate students go to accom-
pany the school refusing teenagers as elder brothers/sisters

to keep their social functioning.

3.3 Stage3: Development phases

Part 1-Plan: Linking Practice and Academic Research
Together

In this stage, we plan to go further in both practice
and theory. On the practical side, in addition to providing
parents with more assistance from a disciplinary perspective,
we continue to standardize and proceduralize the support
we already provide, which facilitates the stability and con-
tinuity of the support provided to parents. In addition, we
will provide specialized support to address parents’ concerns
about the likelihood of their teenager returning to school and
socialization issues. On the theoretical side, we will publish
the results of our stage-by-stage research in the form of a
paper, aiming to have a greater impact on the social level.

Part 2-Action: Multidimensional support at the practi-
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cal level and rallying and de-stigmatization at the theoretical
level

To motivate parents in the community to communicate
and share, we conducted several public welfare Q&A ses-
sions. Before each activity, parents will solicit questions in
the WeChat group about their most current concerns/confu-
sions, and graduate students will be responsible for collecting
and organizing the questions, which will then be answered
uniformly by the Q&A experts based on their professional
knowledge and practical experience. Finally, we held a total
of four public Q&A sessions, and the Q&A experts answered
a total of 69 topical questions from parents in the group
around 5 topics (Table 3).

Given that most parents benefit from the individual
and group counseling provided by the research team, we
determined to establish the “Y Psychology and Education
Public Interest Platform” to ensure a stable and long-term
counseling resource for the parents in the community. In the
meantime, in response to parents’ feedback on home-school
communication, the research team invited teachers to con-
duct a “teacher chat room” to learn how to ensure a dynamic
balance between home and school from the teachers’ perspec-
tive and work together to address the problem of adolescent
school refusal.

In addition, we have come to appreciate the importance
of cooperation between experts from different disciplinary
backgrounds. We invited experts, scholars, and clinical prac-
titioners from a wider range of disciplinary backgrounds to
examine the issue of school refusal. Experts in different
fields have different focuses on addressing different types of
problems in families with school-refusing adolescents.

To increase a sense of hope for parents in the com-
munity, we conducted the “Sponges Teenager Says” and
“Sponges Experiencer Says” activities, and eventually in-
vited three teenagers with a history of school refusal to share
their own experiences.

For solving the socialization problems of school-
rejecting adolescents, we also reported on the “youth accom-
paniment” activities, in which the graduate students of the
research team accompanied the young people who refused
to go to school, as “bosom brothers” and “bosom sisters”,
to observe the living conditions of these young people and
understand their inner world. The family members in the
community were very welcoming and supportive of the youth

accompaniment activities, and the research team eventually
accompanied 4 teenagers 13 times. However, this activity
was not continued due to the epidemic, and the parents in
the community hope that the research team can continue this
activity.

Finally, as a milestone of our action research, we also
published an article titled “The Concept of Refusal to Learn”
in the Perspective of Collaborative Parenting between Home,
School, and Society. The paper analyzes the difference be-
tween the concept of “school refusal” and other concepts such
as boredom, explains the influence of the individual, family,
school and society on the problem of school refusal, and
finally proposes the possibilities of integrated intervention,
long-term accompaniment and collaborative intervention to
solve the problem of school refusal.

Part 3-Reflection: Perspectives and measures to pro-
vide support to parents in the community are expanding, and
academic paper has attracted extensive media attention

We noticed a marked increase in the tendency and will-
ingness of the parents in the group to interact since the end of
the first Q&A session, with parents sharing everything from
how they felt during the Q&A, how they have changed, to
how their children have been doing over time, and what their
current confusions and perplexities are. Parents in the group
seem to be starting to take on the role of helpers, giving each
other advice on pressing issues. We considered using this
group dynamic to move families within the community from
top-down expert support to peer support groups.

Through feedback from parents and teachers, the group
realized that schools also have their limitations and that
many of the problems with home-school communication
come more from the constraints of other parts of the social-
ecological system centered on adolescents’ families. There-
fore, in the next phase, we continued to explore other subsys-
tems of the social-ecological system that affect adolescents’
school refusal.

In terms of further interdisciplinary cooperation, the
research team hypothesized that it might be more effective
if researchers, experts, and clinicians from different disci-
plinary backgrounds could collaborate in an interdisciplinary
format on how to address school refusal issue. Besides, a
researcher in a sociological context described one of the
potentially serious consequences of school refusing youth -
hikikomori. The issue of hibernation resonated with some
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Table 3. Detailed information about public welfare Q&A sessions.

Session  Date Q&A experts Topics

1 09/26/2021  Dr. Aand Dr. B Questions and Answers about each presentation of the United Heart Forum

2 10/12/2021  Dr. Aand Dr. B Family Series Hot Issues—Confusion in Parent-Child Communication and Interaction (1)
3 10/19/2021  Dr. Aand Dr. B Family Series Hot Issues—Confusion in Parent-Child Communication and Interaction (2)
4 04/06/2021  Dr. A and MZ* School Attendance Difficulties for Youth and Families Breakthroughs (1)

5 04/12/2021  Dr. A and XZ* School Attendance Difficulties for Youth and Families Breakthroughs (2)

* Consultants serving the Y Psychology and Education Public Interest Platform.

of the parents in the group because their children are cur-
rently refusing school and staying with their parents for long
periods, with a tendency to become hibernators soon.

Our academic papers have attracted widespread public
and media attention, with many research teams, primary and
secondary schools, and psychological and educational insti-
tutions inviting team leaders to give talks on school refusal,
and many mainstream media outlets beginning to use the
term “school refusal” in place of the term “boredom” and
to speak out on behalf of the families of young people who
refuse to go to school.

While, we have also encountered two obstacles. Our
“Sponges Teenager Says” and “Sponges Experiencer Says”
activities have not attracted a lot of attention from parents
within the community, we speculated that these youths’ ex-
periences of school refusal were too different from their own
children, so other parents could not able to gain effective in-
sights from the experience. As for another difficulty, During
the accompanying process, feedback from a graduate student
caught the attention of the research team:

“Two of the youth who refused to attend school did not
show significant emotional distress at home. They had a very
regular lifestyle pattern and spent time learning knowledge
and skills each day, and they did not appear to have the desire
to return to school or the academic life within the school was
not necessarily suitable for them.’

Through our further observations, we eventually came
to a tentative conclusion after discussion that it may be diffi-
cult for such school-refusing youth to eventually return to
school.

Part 4-Improvement: Motivating parents in the com-
munity to help each other and continuing to explore possible
solutions to the problem of adolescent school refusal in a
multidisciplinary context

We realize that parents within the community already
have a certain propensity and motivation to help each other,
and we intend to stimulate that part. In addition, we intend

to set up an interdisciplinary intervention team to explore the
possibilities of interdisciplinary intervention with families
of teenagers who refuse to go to school.

In addition, as mentioned earlier, we have learned that
hibernation, which has been studied in the field of sociol-
ogy, is often one of the most serious consequences of the
school refusal problem, and that methods of intervening in
hibernation may also be useful to us and the parents in the
community.

As for school-refusing adolescents who may not even-
tually return to school, we would like to provide these youth
with resources for alternative educational pathways based

on the reality of their situation.

3.4 Stage 4: Mature phases

Part 1-Plan: Formation of well-established parent sup-
port groups and other possibilities for providing support

Firstly, we plan to promote and support the formation
of parent support groups so that parents can develop long-
term and stable forms of mutual support among themselves.
Secondly, we intend to invite experts from various fields
in the form of a forum to discuss the issue of adolescents
refusing to go to school and to reach a theoretical level of
agreement for the establishment of an interdisciplinary team.
Thirdly, we intend to draw on the theories and interventions
of hikikomori interventions, and to consider the possibility
of transferring these theories and interventions to school-
refusing adolescents. Finally, we need to provide some addi-
tional educational pathways for families of school-refusing
adolescents who cannot return to school anyway.

Part 2-Action: Mutual support within the community
and multidimensional support outside the community

At this stage, one of the parents in the group suggested
that she would like to invite the parents in the group to share
their emotions and confusion by expressing their thoughts

about some issues at a regular time every week. We quickly
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approved the plan and provided some technical support for
the smooth running of the event. Since then, parent support
meetings have been held almost every Friday at 7:00 p.m. By
the end of June 2023, the group had held 74 parent support
meetings.

We also conducted a total of five educational ecology
and innovation education forums from the youth education
ecosystem. In addition to this, we have published an aca-
demic paper entitled “A Multi-case Study of the Potential
Relationship between School Bullying and School Refusal”.
Both these empirical and theoretical results shed some light
on the potential mechanisms of production and deterioration
of school refusal in the educational ecosystem.

Following the interdisciplinary intervention and pre-
vention idea, we finally invited experts, researchers, and
clinicians from various fields such as education, psychology,
sociology, anthropology, and clinical medicine to conduct
a forum sharing session on interdisciplinary collaboration
to solve the problem of adolescent school refusal. Experts,
researchers, and clinical workers from various fields have
now agreed on the theoretical level and will try to explore
the practice of interdisciplinary interventions in the future.

In addition to the interdisciplinary forum, we also in-
vited experts, researchers, and clinical workers in the field
of hikikomori to conduct a discussion.

Finally, to explore the diversified educational pathways
for school-refusing adolescents, we invited the founder of
Innovative Education to share his philosophy and curriculum,
which provided more resources on educational pathways for
the families in the community.

Part 3-Reflection: Sustaining the dynamics of parent
support groups in the long term, improvements in external
support.

The parent support group activities have been well es-
tablished and the parents in the group have transformed from
passively receiving support from experts at the beginning of
the group to actively forming a support group by themselves.
In the future, we will continue to provide additional support
to the parents in the group.

While good progress is being made with internal sup-
port, we also need to keep improving external support. Be-
cause our interdisciplinary team has reached an initial level
of agreement at the theoretical level, we might consider se-
lecting some families for a pilot intervention. And before the

intervention, we will assess the specifics of each family’s
social-ecological system and design a feasible intervention
program based on the specific problems.

In addition, since the localization of diversified educa-
tional paths in China is somewhat restricted, some parents
expressed doubts and concerns about other educational paths.

At last, as the social impact of our academic papers
continues to grow, our theoretical findings will continue to
be enriched and we will continue to explore support and
intervention pathways that are localized to China.

Part 4-Improvement: Possible future directions and
measures of support

We propose some directions for future endeavors and
possible interventions based on current action research
progress. First, we consider that the problem of adolescents
refusing to go to school may change in various forms and
degrees over time, and the status and needs of parents within
the community may change as well, so we need to keep ad-
justing the direction and measures of our support. Secondly,
our interdisciplinary team also needs to start working on the
practice and can learn from the experience and lessons from
the existing interdisciplinary practices abroad. Thirdly, we
will invite some representatives of young people in innova-
tive educational institutions to share the educational concepts
and models of their schools. Fourthly, we will consider re-
launching the Accompaniment Program, as we have found
that the Accompaniment Program is also effective in the area
of hikikomori intervention. Lastly, we will consider orga-
nizing an offline group of young people who refuse to go to
school and carry out a series of targeted activities.

4. Discussion

4.1 The shift from top-down expert support to
peer support for parents of school-refusing
adolescents

The parents in the study initially joined the WeChat
community because of their children’s non-attendance, which
would have been a challenge for these parents, for example,
to take the risk that this choice would be effective for their
children to return to school. While on the other hand, we
believe that these parents had strong motivations to seek
help, and perhaps these motivations could have helped them

change their behavioral and cognitive patterns in a way that
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would have had a positive effect on their children’s school
refusal.

Initially, almost all parents in the community had one
goal in mind—to get their children back to school as soon as
possible, not realizing that the school-refusing adolescents
themselves had different perceptions and feelings about their
refusal, for example, some school refusers did not go to
school to adjust to their internal discomfort!’?l. Most of
these parents’ original thoughts were also to learn about psy-
chology and education, especially expecting some concrete
and actionable solutions to the school refusal problem to
guide them on how to deal with various situations in their
children’s daily lives and how to motivate their children to
return to school as soon as possible. One of the team’s PhDs
reminded parents that:

‘Our school-refusing adolescents often seem to say and
act out of character at home, and parents want specific solu-
tions for each out-of-control behavior, but to put it another
way, can we use these behaviors and words as a mirror of

parents’ insecurities and anxieties?’

As we provided them with various psychological sup-
port, their anxiety was alleviated and a new understanding
of school refusal emerged step by step. They discovered
their past inappropriate perceptions, thoughts, and behaviors,
perceived the pain and suffering of their children during the
school refusal process, and began to focus more of their time
and energy on repairing their parent-child relationship. One
of the parents shared in the We Chat group:

‘My child has been out of school for a while and in the
past I was always worried about him falling behind in his
homework, so I paid for a tutor to guide him in his homework.
I also gave my child a daily schedule of study and exercise
at home, which resulted in my child remaining in a state of
stress at home, my child showing very obvious resistance,
and a very rigid parent-child relationship between me and
my child. One day, I realized that all of this was essentially
because I was particularly anxious about receiving negative
comments from friends and family about my child’s lack of
schooling.’

2 months ago, I started to change my strategy and de-
cided to do just one thing, and that was to let my child really
relax and I wasn’t interfering in most of his life. Now, I can
clearly feel that the parent-child relationship has improved

and the child has more smiles on his face than before, al-

though his schedule is still a bit black and white.’
Gradually, under the guidance and encouragement of
the leaders, they went from not making any kind of com-
ments to sharing their feelings after participating in various
activities, and then gradually began to share their daily lives,
including their understanding of the problem of school re-
fusal and the changes in their own and their children’s growth,
and later these parents began to express and share their con-
fusion and negative emotions. By this time, the parents’
community had taken the shape of a support group. The
parent support meetings, which have been held since the
beginning and are still going on today, mark the formation
of a standardized support group for parents within the group,
who have been able to discuss and address important issues
related to teenage school refusal on a long-term and stable
basis. What our research team will be able to do in the fu-
ture is to continue to provide additional and complementary
support to the support groups based on their needs. One of
the parents who attended the parent support meeting said:
‘Because of the same expectations we can come to-
gether, the same experience makes us connect more and
more tightly. I suggest we listen to more voices of those who
have been there or experienced it if we have time! Thanks
to M for spearheading the self-organized conversation! We
can gain strength as long as our hearts are connected to each
other. As long as we as parents can communicate more, we

can more or less solve the problem.’

4.2 The shift from intervening in the families
of school-refusing adolescents to interven-
ing in the social-ecological system in which
these families live

As mentioned earlier in our counseling with parents of
school-refusing adolescents, these parents often experience
frustration and powerlessness over their children’s school
refusal, suffer from strange looks from relatives and friends,
but do not know where to turn for help and support, and
are often in a state of extreme emotional distress. In addi-
tion to affecting their own physical and mental health, these
distressing experiences may be passed on to their children,
exacerbating the further development of school refusal be-

[33.731 1t is timely and necessary for us to provide

haviors
them with individual and group counseling to alleviate their

emotional confusion and correct misperceptions in their par-
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enting process.

In counseling, parents expressed a desire for more sup-
port from the school for their refusing youth. To this end,
after providing long-term and stable counseling support for
families who refuse to attend school, we began to explore the
school subsystem of the social-ecological system in which

(211 Myers and

families of school-refusing adolescents live
Pianta (2008) showed that good, positive teacher-student
relationships play an important role in adolescents’ devel-
opment and sense of belonging in school7. We invited
school teachers to interact with parents in the community to
share parents’ and teachers’ perspectives on school refusal,
and to explore how the family and school systems of refus-
ing adolescents deal with problems in the communication
process and how they can work better together in the future.
However, the emergence and development of school refusal
behaviors are not determined solely by two factors: school
and family. We extended our study beyond the family and
school to the educational ecosystem in which adolescents
live to find the most appropriate factors that influence the
emergence and development of school refusal for different
families. At the same time, parents are becoming aware of
the multiplicity of reasons for the school refusal problem,
and N shares from a fresh perspective that:

‘In a sense, our children may have been sent from

heaven to wake us up Our children are purer people

who need to grow more freely in a wider space, and today’s
families, schools and society do not provide the space they
need, so they are “sick” So they are “sick” and try to wake
us and society up with their “sickness”.’

Finally, the manifestation and severity of the hikiko-
mori problem have drawn the attention of parents within the
community who are concerned about their children develop-
ing into hikikomori youth, and therefore the future research
team will also focus on the prevention of the hikikomori
problem to minimize the risk of hikikomori among these
school-refusing youth.

4.3 The shift from a single discipline to inter-
disciplinary exploration

Before the initiative, we learned that most of the other
agencies that intervene in adolescent school refusal problems
do so from their own clinical experience and lack empirical

research as a theoretical basis. In contrast, our research team

has a rich disciplinary background, especially the two leaders
of our research team have a rich theoretical knowledge base
and clinical experience related to psychology and we believe
that our professionalism is the key to gaining the trust of
parents in our community.

We started from a psychological perspective and contin-
ued to combine empirical research findings with our practical
experience, gradually extending to the perspective of clinical
medicine, then to education and sociology, and finally to
interdisciplinary intervention and prevention of adolescent
school refusal. This reflects a shift in the path and direction of
our research. First, the limitations of a single discipline have
become increasingly evident. Take the psychology/clinical
medicine perspective as an example, these two disciplines are
mostly used to address adolescents’ anxiety and depression
symptoms and thus facilitate their return to school. However,
some school-refusing adolescents within the community do
not have these internalizing issues, and their ability and mo-
tivation to return to school are more constrained by other
factors (e.g. school violence and teacher bullying within the
school) 7> 761 In addition, there are students who simply
do not like the curriculum in the modern education system.
That is, from a broader disciplinary perspective, the problem
of school refusal does not imply an individual problem in
one family, but rather reflects a group issue that potentially
occurs in society as a whole. Second, understanding and
intervention options for school refusal issues may vary too
much across disciplinary perspectives, potentially creating
conflicts between them and a disconnect from the actual
situation of adolescents ¥,

Nevertheless, in line with Reissner et al. (2019) multi-
module (MT) intervention protocol®*), the research team
should also consider the physical health of adolescents and
consider inviting physical education teachers/specialists to
join the interdisciplinary team in the future. In conclusion,
the interdisciplinary exploration of school refusal is both a
gradual exploration by the research team and a simultaneous
confirmation of the call for interdisciplinary understanding

and interventions in research findings on school refusal.

4.4 A postmodern psychological philosophy
that emphasizes local knowledge

Research on school refusal in China started late, and

most youth psychological and educational institutions cur-
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rently do not have systematic and structured programs to
address school refusal. At the same time, although school
refusal has been researched in Western countries for decades,
the research and intervention programs in Western coun-
tries may not be suitable for Chinese adolescents due to
social, economic, political, and cultural differences between
countries/regions. Therefore, we adhered to postmodern psy-
chological concepts (PMP), focusing on local knowledge
and solutions. In this action research, this philosophy and
behavior are reflected in two aspects.

First, we delve into the perspectives of the fathers and
mothers of school-refusing youth, from both the paternal
and maternal perspectives, to understand how the fathers
and mothers respectively view the problem of school refusal,
what they have done during the youth’s refusal process, and
what obstacles they have encountered in helping their chil-
dren return to school.

Second, we provide support to the parents of school-
refusing adolescents based on their needs. Each family’s
needs vary depending on their situation, and we use different
forms of practice to support the needs of different parents in
the community, including visits by research team members
to accompany the youth and providing resources for diverse

educational pathways for school-refusing youth.

5. Conclusions and recommendations

This is an action on school refusal from the perspectice
of school-family-community-healthecare partnerships. What

can we do?

Firstly, we appeal the phenomenon of school refusal
is not only a psychological issue of student behavior, nor a
pedagogical issue of family education and teacher instruc-
tion, but also a sociological topic that needs to be co-created
by schools and educational organizations in terms of man-
agement/intervention systems and professional support from
social third-party organizations.

Secondly, it should be noticed that school refusal should
be regard as an issue of school attendence problem in the
whole society.

Last but not least, school refusal is a learning process
for some students which can happen to every family. So it
make sense to understand and remove stigma for it. Everyone
can do something!
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