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Field Observations on Learning Re-engagementAmong Students with School Refusal
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This paper examines the process by which students experiencing school refusal re-engage with
learning and rebuild connections with school, and investigates the factors that determine the success
or failure of this process, drawing on the author's 20 years of observational experience as an
elementary school teacher in both regular classrooms and resource rooms (tsukyu).

The central argument is that learning re-engagement is largely determined by two factors: whether the
child can find a 'sense of belonging' and 'meaningful role' within the school, and whether the school
and parents can share a common support strategy and flexibly adapt the learning environment to the
child's needs.
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The number of students refusing to attend school has been increasing year after year. According to a
survey published by Japan's Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)
in 2023, the number of elementary and junior high school students experiencing school refusal
reached approximately 299,000 in the 2022 academic year — a record high. This figure has risen for
ten consecutive years, indicating that school refusal is no longer an issue affecting only a handful of
students but a structural challenge that all educators must confront.

However, while the growing numbers attract attention, practical knowledge about how students
actually re-engage with learning after a period of refusal remains insufficiently shared. The triggers
and pathways to recovery differ for each child, and standardized programs alone cannot address this
reality.

Over 20 years as an elementary school teacher, the author has supported children showing signs of
school refusal or reluctance to attend in both regular classrooms and resource rooms. What has
repeatedly emerged is that the key to learning re-engagement lies not in 'getting the child to come to
school' but in 'helping the child find a place of belonging and a meaningful role within the school' and
‘ensuring that parents and school move in the same direction.' This paper aims to provide practical
insights by organizing cases of successful re-engagement alongside cases where difficulties
persisted.
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Two Axes That Determine the Success or Failure of Learning Re-engagement
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Axis 1: Establishing a Sense of Belonging and Role Within the School
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The first fork in the road of learning re-engagement is whether a child can find a 'place where it is
okay to be' within the school. When the classroom itself is a source of distress, setting 'returning to the
classroom' as the goal only increases the child's burden. In the author's observations, children who
successfully re-engaged with learning shared a common trait: their motivation to attend school arose
not from 'needing to study' but from a sense that 'l have a role here' and 'there are moments when |
am needed.' The specific forms varied — serving as a timer monitor, participating in animal care,



engaging in individual dialogue at a resource room — but the common thread was that a sense of
safety in having 'a place where | can be myself' served as the first step toward attendance.
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Axis 2: Collaboration with Parents and Shared Support Strategy
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No matter how carefully a school provides support, if the approach is not aligned with the parents, its
effectiveness is limited. In cases of school refusal, parents themselves are often caught between the
desire to 'get the child to attend at all costs' and the wish to 'not push too hard.' In the author's
experience, cases where re-engagement progressed smoothly shared a common feature: the school
and parents regularly discussed 'what this child needs now' and maintained a shared support strategy.
Conversely, when there was a gap between the school's and parents' direction, or when family
members disagreed about the child's characteristics, school refusal tended to become prolonged.
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Observations of Pathways to School Refusal
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Case A: When Small Learning Stumbles Erode Confidence
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A first-grade student showed difficulty with writing: the child could barely write hiragana and had weak
pencil pressure. According to the parents, the child had shown little interest in letters before
enrollment and frequently avoided reading aloud and writing practice after entering school. The child
also struggled to read math problem sentences, and was beginning to lose confidence in learning,
saying 'l can't do it." Through repeated reading practice at home and school, reassurance that it was



acceptable to ask about unfamiliar characters when writing, and the introduction of math activities and
games that leveraged the child's reasoning ability, the child gradually began to experience moments
of success. While it took nearly a year to master hiragana, the child eventually began looking up
characters independently using a hiragana chart, and resistance to learning slowly diminished.
Although this child did not reach full school refusal, the case illustrates a typical pathway in which
early learning stumbles erode self-esteem and, without timely support, can escalate to reluctance or
refusal to attend school.
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Case B: When Social Difficulties Surface in the Middle Grades
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Student B's parents had been concerned about the child's characteristics from the lower grades, but
because the family provided careful academic support at home and school interactions were primarily
with teachers, significant difficulties had not surfaced. In the middle grades, however, as opportunities
for peer-to-peer activities increased, the child repeatedly experienced trouble with friends due to
difficulty reading others' feelings and responding appropriately. For instance, even when given
instructions by a teacher, the child could not fully grasp the necessity or priority, continued with their
own actions, and when corrected, interpreted the feedback as 'being blamed for no reason,' becoming
emotional. As these experiences accumulated, anxiety about school life intensified, leading to fleeing
the classroom and eventually difficulty attending school. With parental cooperation, the child utilized
online schooling and public support services, and in the upper grades gradually rebuilt connections
with school through small successes such as event participation. Had there been opportunities to
develop social skills in the lower grades, the difficulties in the middle grades might have been
mitigated.
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Observations of Successful Learning Re-engagement Cases
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Case C: Reducing Reluctance Through Role Assignment Based on Strengths
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A second-grade student who showed academic delays and difficulty making friends began arriving
late and missing school with increasing frequency. On days the child did attend, small roles were
assigned: helping during break time, operating the class timer during lessons, and replacing bulletin
board displays. The teacher made a conscious effort to express gratitude by saying 'thank you.'
Noticing the child's love of drawing, the teacher proposed the child join the decoration committee.
Initially working alongside the teacher, the child gradually began creating artwork with committee
members during break time. As a result, a sense of belonging and friendships emerged, and tardiness
and absences gradually decreased. Rather than directly addressing academic delays, creating a
place of belonging through the child's strengths ultimately provided motivation to attend school.
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Case D: When a Passion Became a Place of Belonging at School
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A fourth-grade student with strong particular interests and difficulty building friendships was beginning
to lose the sense of purpose in attending school, and absences started to appear. Recognizing the
child's intense interest in living creatures and extensive knowledge, the teacher arranged for the child
to bring insects kept at home to school. The child began attending school in anticipation of caring for
the insects during break time. Other children interested in insects gathered around, and the student
found more opportunities to showcase knowledge in science classes. While the child did not develop
many close friendships, a place of belonging and a meaningful role emerged, enabling the child to
attend school with a sense of security.
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Case E: Gradual Classroom Re-entry Through a Resource Room
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A sensitive third-grade student found it difficult to attend school after being told something hurtful by a
classmate, and eventually stopped attending entirely. Through regular meetings with the parents, the
school shared observations about the child's difficulties and home behavior. Following a
developmental assessment, the child began attending a resource room. With a shared support
strategy of 'first, just come to the resource room' — prioritizing the school connection over academic
catch-up — the child gradually became able to spend increasing time in the regular classroom as well,
eventually returning to normal attendance. Now in sixth grade, some instability remains, but the
resource room continues to serve as an important space where the child can engage in unhurried
dialogue with the teacher and organize personal feelings. The child has become able to reflect on that
period, saying, 'When | missed one day in third grade, the next day was even harder, and then | just
couldn't go anymore.' The child's sensitivity has also come to manifest positively — in the form of
noticing and reaching out to others who may be struggling.
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Case F: Maintaining Learning Continuity in Collaboration with Parents
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A fifth-grade student with strong particular preferences who could not adapt to school rules stopped
attending school. The school initially attempted various approaches to encourage attendance, but the
student's decision did not change. However, the student had a strong desire to 'continue studying' and
maintained learning at home using online resources. In meetings with the parents, the shared support
strategy became 'do not force attendance, but ensure learning does not stop.' The school refrained
from pushing for attendance and continued to watch over the child while respecting their feelings. As
a result, the student, looking toward the future, decided 'l want to go to high school' and independently
chose a correspondence high school. The student now attends consistently in an environment suited
to their needs. Respecting the child's desire to learn and building an appropriate environment proved
to be the bridge to the child's subsequent educational path.

B58 XENAREBEEEHDEE

Observations of Cases Where Support Proved Difficult
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Case G: When the Direction of Support Could Not Be Shared
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A fourth-grade student had high academic ability but struggled with interpersonal relationships, tended
to become absorbed in personal interests, and had difficulty understanding others' feelings. From the
lower grades onward, reluctance to attend persisted, and the child was often accompanied by a
parent to school. The school held repeated meetings with the parents to discuss support strategies,
but connecting the child to developmental assessment or specialized support proved difficult. The
teacher felt that environments allowing the child to learn through strengths, rather than insisting solely
on regular classroom attendance, could be a viable option, but there were limits to what could be
proposed. As the parents worked hard to get the child to attend, the distress grew for both parent and
child, and school refusal became prolonged from the middle grades onward. This case illustrates how
the inability to share the question '"What is the best environment for this child?' between school and
parents led to an impasse in support.

EHHRE~NOXEBELRFICAN-EADYOSLEY
Case H: The Need for Support That Extends to the Family
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A second-year junior high school student had been experiencing school refusal since elementary
school. The student found comfort in repetitive activities with predictable outcomes — folding paper
cranes, threading beads, solving Rubik's cubes — while conversations tended to center on topics of
personal interest, and the student showed strong anxiety about new things and situations without



clear expectations. At home, it appeared that the parent spoke more than the student, and there
seemed to be few opportunities for the student's own feelings to be fully heard or articulated. At
school, the teacher built a relationship through after-school visits where they engaged in activities the
student found comforting, viewing origami and bead creations, and gradually discussing future plans.
In retrospect, however, the author feels that if collaboration with school counselors and other
professionals had been initiated earlier — with support extending to the family, not just the student —
some of the burden on both the student and parents could have been alleviated. School refusal
support cannot be completed through intervention with the student alone; building a support structure
that encompasses the entire family is essential.
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Discussion: Three Elements Supporting Learning Re-engagement
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What the successful cases shared was that the child had found both 'a place where it is acceptable to
exist' and 'something | can do' within the school. The timer and decoration roles in Case C, the insect
care in Case D, the dialogue in the resource room in Case E — the forms varied, but in each case,
the feeling of 'having my own place at school' generated motivation to attend. Critically, these roles
were not designed as 'means to return to the classroom' but emerged naturally from the child's
characteristics and interests.

QX EAHDOHAHLEBEHMEBERE

EHIETIEIET IXBIRITKSZ L], FHIFTRHIZVZLDLGNIEIEVNS  BEEBRELYLEF
RIS ESNEBEN BRELTRIMGZEBRIC OGN ofz, —H. BHIGTIHERER
HEDOHTXEOAMMELETES . FERARIEL .

REEFLOELKICEVWTEELDR. TERSEDIEVOIERKRBENERE T HDTELL &
DFELDRENSGHFEL. RO—SELTRINARENE—HICEZSH_LETHD, REHLGE
RHREE. RELTTHKREZORYVLEBELERITIMENDH D

In Case E, the goal of 'first, just come to the resource room,' and in Case F, the goal of 'ensure
learning does not stop' — both set below the threshold of returning to the regular classroom —
ultimately led to long-term re-engagement. In contrast, in Case G, the inability to share a support
direction between school and parents resulted in prolonged school refusal. The key in collaborating
with parents is not to work backward from the ultimate goal of 'getting the child to attend' but to start
from the child's current state and jointly consider what the next possible step might be.
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As Case A illustrates, learning stumbles and social difficulties often exist as precursors to school
refusal. Noticing these signs early and connecting the child to developmental assessments or school
counselors as needed is crucial for prevention and early response. As Case H demonstrates, when
support is limited to the student alone, challenges rooted in the home environment risk being
overlooked. School refusal support requires a team approach encompassing the student, parents, and
specialized professionals.
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Recommendations for Educators and Parents

BEILFONEMRZLEIC. FERRELAROFEBREXAD L THER I RE4IDDM
WERTY Do

LD ZOFITESTHOIEBRFFIFEDH,

BEICRDIELETHABEETIEAL, BRIEEHE, REE. BEDOREH. HDOWIIAU 54
VEREELRE. FOFNRLDLTEASERIGEFHINEZIZHINEIET ENHEATHD, BS
FRlE—2&IERLT . BHICE>TENSIELHS,

LD B DB I A
(1589 2=O ITREBLTHDFEBLNH LN HDEELEEINLITBETDEREINHLHH
BIEVWIINSHBHEDN . ZFREDBEBRDE—FHICLRIIENSV TOBEER DT, 575
ERXIEEDREITHS,

M@ REZLRICLAMZRITTLNSD

REENELTVBFRROEYIE., FELDREBIZKEEET D, [BRIERITAIEIENS
Tyl r—NREZEBEEBLED . TNAFEBIEHIIEI VLGN, BREGES
NIEZDFITADNDBEN ZHAL. BIENEEEFE—HKITHRTETLHIEM. XEOELEKESE
EE9 %,

L@ FEFRGEIRITDAEA > TS D

HBELFTTHIELENGEN T —R DLV RT—ILHI 55— HERE. M BOFEE
XE#ELGE BEORBETEMBECSEETHIEN REICE - THLREFICE>THLRED
BRICDOEND TFERLKINIEDFICRO>TIELSBLVAAD, RIEORKEESE IR
RDERTHAHLE. EFIRYBELBELTE,

Based on these observations, four questions are proposed for educators and parents supporting
students' learning re-engagement. Question 1: Where is this child's 'place of belonging'? Returning to
the classroom is not the only goal. Question 2: What is the motivation for attending? Small motivations
— 'because of that activity,' 'because | can talk to that teacher,' 'because | have a role' — often serve
as the first step in reconnecting with school. Question 3: Are we aligned with the parents? Anxiety and
pressure felt by parents directly affect the child. Question 4: Is the child connected to professional



support? Cases beyond what teachers alone can handle are not uncommon, and the assumption that
it is not yet serious' or 'not my child' is the greatest factor delaying the start of support.
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Conclusion
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Learning re-engagement for students experiencing school refusal begins not with 'getting the child to
come to school' but with 'creating an environment where the child can feel safe and turn toward
learning.' What the cases in this paper repeatedly demonstrate is an extremely simple principle: the
key to re-engagement lies in 'belonging,' 'role," and 'collaboration.’

What the author has felt repeatedly through 20 years of field observation is this: most cases where
school refusal became prolonged were not because 'the right method could not be found' but because
'the timing of listening to the child's voice was delayed." And the greatest factors causing this delay
are often the assumption that 'this child is fine' and the pressure of 'we must get them to school at all
costs.'

School refusal is not a problem belonging to the student alone but a challenge that requires the
cooperation of schools, families, and communities. The author hopes that this paper will serve as an
opportunity for all educators and parents involved with students experiencing school refusal to
re-examine the question: 'What does this child need right now?'
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