
Coping with the 'Too-Sick-to-Go-to-School' Blues

It's not surprising that some very young children fear going to preschool or kindergarten. If your child hasn't been away from home very often, the separation may be causing enough anxiety to give her a head- or tummy ache.

Most school phobias -- commonly called "school avoidance/refusal" behaviors -- occur in 8- to 13-year-olds, though. Ironically, the problem may stem from careful, not lax, parenting. Families who are close and loving may make it hard for the child to leave his safe environment for the outside world.

Often, kids with school avoidance fear being bullied, not fitting in with the other kids, or being criticized by their teachers. Other kids may fear certain activities, such as changing for gym class or taking the school bus. Some sensitive kids are afraid of problems occurring at home while they're at school, such as a sick grandparent dying.

When this happens, kids may develop symptoms such as vomiting, diarrhea, fatigue, headache, stomachaches and dizziness -- often in the morning before school or at school. If your child is feeling sick at the thought of school, here are some ways to help her overcome: 

· Make attendance mandatory. Be firm in the morning, and don't ask your child how she feels. If she is running late and misses her bus or ride, have a prearranged way to get her to school. At the school, a quick, firm parting is best for her -- and for you. 
· Be aware of actual illness. If he complains of feeling sick, try to make a doctor's appointment that morning. A fever (over 101º), frequent vomiting, diarrhea or cough, rash, earaches and toothaches are usually genuine symptoms of illness not related to school avoidance. 

· Get help from the school. Work with your child's teacher to pinpoint problem areas, such as having to recite out loud, change for gym class or pick a partner for a project. School avoidance behaviors are so common that most teachers have good ideas on how to help overcome them. 

· Talk to your child. Discuss what's bothering him at school or home and make plans together on how to improve the situation. 

If your child still doesn't respond to your efforts, you may want to seek professional help. Your child's doctor can suggest appropriate counselors.

Reviewed by: Patrick S. Pasquariello Jr., MD
Date: September 2003
