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Abstract

The school attendance of adolescents with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD) is poor, leading to long-term adverse outcomes. However,
it is not clear why these adolescents resist attending school more than their
cohort. Here we examine school refusal attitudes (namely, the individual-
driven resistance to school attendance) in male adolescents with ADHD, in
comparison to their typically-developing peers. We find that both groups
were similar in their ranking of positive school refusal attitudes, with the
pursuit of tangible reinforcement from settings outside school higher than
any other attitude to school refusal. Adolescents with ADHD ranked negative
attitudes for school refusal (namely, avoidance of negative school stimuli or
situations) slightly higher than their peers. Analysis of the underlying causes
shows that anxiety is the main driver for school refusal in both groups. These
results suggest that in addressing school refusal in male adolescents with
ADHD it is important to treat their anxiety.
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1. Introduction

Numerous studies link short- and long-term adverse outcomes to disrupted school
attendance, ranging from lower grades and the likelihood of school dropout to
economiic, social and emotional difficulties in adulthood (see, for example, An-
sari, Hofkens, & Pianta, 2020; Ginsburg, Jordan, & Chang, 2014; Gottfried, 2011,
2014; Liu, Lee, & Gershenson, 2021). The problem is especially acute in adoles-
cents. For example, in the USA chronic absenteeism, defined as missing 10% or
more of the total number of school days in an academic year, is estimated at 20%
in high school (DOE, 2021). Numerous approaches have been developed to ad-

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2022.139090  Sep.

19, 2022 1413 Psychology


https://www.scirp.org/journal/psych
https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2022.139090
https://www.scirp.org/
https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2022.139090
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

0. Dan, Y. Benovich

dress school absenteeism, with variable degrees of success (see, for example,
Kearney, Gonzalvez, Graczyk, & Fornander, 2019). Understanding the underly-
ing causes for school absences would enable the development of targeted inter-
ventions that will improve lifelong outcomes.

Many factors contribute to poor school attendance, including physical and men-
tal health issues, family conflicts, or even schools policies. The term “school
refusal” or “school refusal behavior” was coined to define the individual-motivated
resistance to school attendance (Elliott & Place, 2019; Kearney, 2001; Kearney &
Bensaheb, 2006). Kearney et al. (Kearney, 2001; Kearney, Lemos, & Silverman,
2004; Kearney & Silverman, 1993) presented a functional model of four attitudes
that drive school refusal: (RA) Avoidance of school stimuli that give rise to nega-
tive affectivity; (RB) Escape from aversive social and/or evaluative school situa-
tions; (RC) Need to receive attention from significant others; and (RD) Pursuit
of tangible reinforcement from settings outside school.

The first two school refusal attitudes are based on negative reinforcement: The
child or adolescent wants to reduce unpleasant physical or emotional states trig-
gered by situations in the school environment. The latter two are associated with
positive reinforcement, where the child or adolescent is drawn to rewards that
can only be attained outside the school. As may be expected, school refusal is
linked to emotional and psychological disorders in children and adolescents
(Egger, Costello, & Angold, 2003; Finning, Ford, Moore, & Ukoumunne, 2020;
Inglés, Gonzalvez-Macid, Garcia-Fernandez, Vicent, & Martinez-Monteagudo,
2015; Knollmann, Knoll, Reissner, Metzelaars, & Hebebrand, 2010), in particu-
lar, anxiety disorders (Egger et al., 2003; Finning et al., 2019; Haight, Kearney,
Hendron, & Schafer, 2011; Ingul & Nordahl, 2013; Kearney, 2008; Kearney &
Albano, 2004; Kearney & Bensaheb, 2006; Prabhuswamy, Srinath, Girimaji, &
Seshadri, 2007; Van Ameringen, Mancini, & Farvolden, 2003).

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) affects between 5-12% of
school-age children worldwide (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:
Data and Statistics About ADHD, 2020; Finning et al., 2019; Swanson et al.,
2007; Tripp & Wickens, 2009; Wilens & Spencer, 2010). Children and adoles-
cents with ADHD display a higher rate of absenteeism and school refusal than
their peers (Barbaresi, Katusic, Colligan, Weaver, & Jacobsen, 2007; Black &
Zablotsky, 2018; Fleming et al., 2017; Kent et al., 2011). However, to date little is
known regarding the link between ADHD and school refusal attitudes.

One possibility is that school refusal in children and adolescents with ADHD
is a direct result of the disorder’s core symptoms of inattention and hyperactiv-
ity: These cause poor grades, conflicts with teachers and inadequate peer rela-
tionships (see, for example, (Ewe, 2019)) that create negative associations within
the school (leading to RA and RB), and enhance the enticement of the outside
world (RC and RD). An alternate explanation arises from the link between
school refusal and anxiety (Egger et al., 2003; Finning et al., 2019; Haight et al.,
2011; Ingul & Nordahl, 2013; Kearney, 2008; Kearney & Albano, 2004; Kearney
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& Bensaheb, 2006; Prabhuswamy et al,, 2007; Van Ameringen et al., 2003):
ADHD is associated with higher rates of anxiety disorders, estimated at between
25% and 33% (see for example, D’Agati, Curatolo, & Mazzone, 2019; Karustis,
Power, Rescorla, Eiraldi, & Gallagher, 2000; Krone & Newcorn, 2015; Pliszka,
2019; Wilens & Spencer, 2010). As a result, rates of school refusal may increase
as well.

The latter possibility is supported by Classi et al. (Classi, Milton, Ward, Sar-
sour, & Johnston, 2012), who found that children and adolescents (6 - 17 years
old) with ADHD and anxiety display a significantly higher probability of missing
school than children with ADHD that did not report any anxiety symptoms.
Clearly, if absenteeism was the result of inattention and hyperactivity, there
would not have been any significant differences between the groups. However,
this study relied on parental reports, so it could not provide understanding of
the underlying school refusal causes. Also, it did not compare the children and
adolescents with ADHD to a control group of typically-developing (TD) chil-
dren, so it is not clear whether anxiety affects school absence and refusal in chil-
dren with ADHD more strongly than in their peers, or whether other compo-
nents of the ADHD disorder contribute (Classi et al., 2012).

ADHD is more frequently diagnosed in male adolescents (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention: Data and Statistics about ADHD, 2020), and its mani-
festations are different for males when compared to females (Gaub & Carlson,
1997). The goal of this study is understand whAy male adolescents with ADHD
want to miss school. We hypothesize that school refusal in these adolescents is
driven by anxiety, rather than by the direct effects of inattention or hyperactiv-
ity. If that is the case, we expect that attitudes towards school refusal will be
dominated by the individual level of anxiety, regardless of whether the adoles-
cent has ADHD or not.

2. Methods

Participants

A group of 80 male adolescents in grades 10 - 11 (average age 15.22 + 0.67)
attending a regional high school in the Meggido council in northern Israel. Since
this is the only high school in the region, the student population includes the en-
tire normative population of high school aged adolescents in this council. The
Meggido region includes approximately 12,200 residents living in 13 small set-
tlements (CBS, 2021). Their socio-economic status is average-high (a classifica-
tion of 7 out of 10) (CBS, 2022). 97% of the participating adolescents were born
in Israel, their parents’ education level was mostly high school diploma (63% of
the fathers, and 75% of the mothers), 88% of the parents were married, 10% di-
vorced and 2% widowed.

Participants were asked to fill questionnaires (see below). Based on the results,
they were divided into three groups: ADHD (N = 18), control (N = 18), and in-

conclusive (N = 44). Inclusion criteria for the ADHD group were as follows: 1)
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documentation of a valid diagnosis of ADHD previously made by a qualified
neurologist or psychiatrist. Students without relevant documentation were ex-
cluded from this group. 2) 6 or more symptoms on one or both attention or hy-
peractive/impulsive scale driven from the DSM-IV. Inclusion criteria for the
control group were 1) no previous diagnosis of ADHD and 2) 3 or less reported
symptoms on both attention or hyperactive/impulsive scales. Adolescents that
did not qualify for either the ADHD group or the control group were labelled
“inconclusive” and their results were excluded from this study.

Questionnaires:

Students were asked to fill the following tools (note that all questionnaires
were translated into Hebrew, the native language of the participants)

ADHD questionnaire. The assessment questionnaire for ADHD (DuPaul et
al., 2016) included 18 items based on the symptoms listed in the DSM-IV for
ADHD diagnosis. These symptoms include measurements of attentiveness, hy-
peractivity, and impulsivity. Participants were asked to choose whether each de-
scribed situation was correct or incorrect with respect to them. We have used
and validated this tool previously (see, for example, (Dan & Raz, 2012, 2015)). In
the present study, a Cronbach was .85.

School Refusal Assessment Scale (SRAS-R): Is one of the main assessment in-
struments used to identify the underlying factors of school refusal behavior
(Kearney, 2016). The SRAS-R measures four underlying factors contributing to
school refusal behavior: I. Avoidance of school-related stimuli that provoke
Negative Affectivity, II. Escape from aversive Social or Evaluative situations, IIL.
Pursuit of Attention from significant others and IV. Pursuit of Tangible Rein-
forcement outside the school. The assessment consists of 24 items that measure
the frequency with which a child experiences emotions and behaviors related to
school attendance. Respondents are asked to answer each of the 24 items on a
Likert scale (0 to 6). The questionnaire (Kearney, 2002) was translated into He-
brew and adapted for Israeli adolescents by the authors. Methods of administra-
tion and scoring remain the same as in the original version. In the present study,
a Cronbach was .75.

Trait anxiety. Trait anxiety was assessed with the Trait Anxiety Inventory
(Spielberger, 1970). It is a 20 item scale. Respondents indicated how they “gen-
erally” felt by endorsing statements such as “I feel nervous and restless.” En-
dorsements were made on a scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 4 (almost al-
ways). The items were totalled to yield an overall anxiety score, with high scores
indicating high trait anxiety. The instrument has demonstrated good internal
consistency (coefficient alphas = .78 - .87), test-retest reliability. In the present

study, a Cronbach was .87.

3. Procedure

Approval for the study was received from the Israeli Ministry of Education, the

school principal, and the adolescents’ parents. These were obtained before ap-
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proaching the potential adolescent participants.

Once the approvals were obtained, the research assistant visited the school
during two school days in the middle of the academic year. The research assis-
tant went into each classroom and explained the research and how to participate.
A link to the questionnaires, which were available on the Qualtrics platform, was
sent to adolescents whose parents approved their participation and who ex-
pressed interest in participating.

The time required to fill the questionnaires was about 15 minutes. The re-
search assistant remained in the classroom during the entire time to address
questions or issue.

Data Analysis

Assessment was conducted using student t-test, Pearson linear regression
correlations, and ANOVA with post-hoc Tukey test (a = 0.05), as detailed in the

Results section.

4. Results

The attention and hyperactivity scores on the questionnaires of the two groups
are presented in Table 1. As expected, the ADHD group scores are much higher
than the control on both measures, with a statistical significance of p <.001.

Trait Anxiety: Anxiety in the ADHD group was significantly higher than in
the control peer group: The average score was 2.29 + 0.4 for the ADHD group,
vs. 1.84 + 0.34 for the control group, with t = 3.62 (p < .001***).

SRAS-R (modified): Responses to the four attitudes, or underlying causes of
school refusal are listed in Table 2, with the relevant t and p values.

Correlation between ADHD and trait anxiety: ANOVA analysis with Tukey’s

Table 1. Attention and hyperactivity scores.

ADHD Control t
Inattention 6.5 (1.54) 1.67 (1.23) 10.4%%*
Hyperactivity 4.4 (2.3) 1.2 (1.06) 5.340%%

oo p <001,

Table 2. Response values for school refusal attitudes®.

ADHD Control t P
RA® 3.24 (1.28) 2.34 (.68) 2.60 .013*
RB? 2.27 (.90) 1.75 (.53) 2.08 05*
RC® 2.90 (1.33) 2.20 (.68) 1.99 .06
RD?* 4.18 (1.17) 4.25 (.71) =22 .8

*mean (st. dev) *RA: Avoidance of school stimuli that give rise to negative affectivity, RB:
Escape from aversive social and/or evaluative school situations, RC: Need to receive at-
tention from significant others, RD: Pursuit of tangible reinforcement from settings out-
side school.
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post hoc all pair analysis, a = .05 finds for the ADHD group that anxiety is
highly correlated with attention at p < .0001***. The correlation between hyper-
activity and attention (p = .0007) and anxiety (p = .0008***) was also significant,
although slightly weaker. In the control group no significant correlation was
found between anxiety and either hyperactivity or attention scales.

Correlation between attitudes to school refusal and anxiety. Figure 1 shows
the responses to the four school refusal attitudes as a function of anxiety for both
the ADHD and the control group. The ANOVA correlation between anxiety and
the four attitudes as a function of group are shown in Table 3. Combined refers
to the entire group.

We also conducted Pearson’s correlation analysis for the relationship between
anxiety, inattention of hyperactivity and the school refusal attitudes, and the co-

efficients are listed in Table 4.

5. Discussion

Children and adolescents with ADHD miss school at higher rates than their
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Figure 1. School refusal attitudes as a function of anxiety for the ADHD group (black circles) and the

control group (open symbols). RA: Avoidance of school stimuli that give rise to negative affectivity, RB:

Escape from aversive social and/or evaluative school situations, RC: Need to receive attention from sig-

nificant others, RD: Pursuit of tangible reinforcement from settings outside school.
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Table 3. ANOVA with Tukey’s pair correlations post hoc analysis for anxiety and the
school refusal attitudes.

ADHD Control Combined
RAS .005%* .009** .0005%**
RB® 9 .6 .75
RC? .06 .05** .016%*
RD*® <.001*** <.001*** <.001***

SRA: Avoidance of school stimuli that give rise to negative affectivity, RB: Escape from
aversive social and/or evaluative school situations, RC: Need to receive attention from
significant others, RD: Pursuit of tangible reinforcement from settings outside school. **p
<.005, **p<.001.

Table 4. Pearson’s coefficients r for linear correlation between anxiety, hyperactivity and
attention and the school refusal attitudes in the ADHD group.

anxiety inattention hyperactivity
RA® .63* .56* -.36
RB* 57* 42 -.31
RC* .59% 31 -.26
RD® -.01 11 .33

$RA: Avoidance of school stimuli that give rise to negative affectivity, RB: Escape from
aversive social and/or evaluative school situations, RC: Need to receive attention from
significant others, RD: Pursuit of tangible reinforcement from settings outside school. *p
< .05 based on one tailed distribution.

peers (Barbaresi et al., 2007; Black & Zablotsky, 2018; Fleming et al., 2017; Kent
etal., 2011). Yet, the underlying causes for these school absences are not clear. In
younger children, school absences are highly correlated with parental attitudes
(see, for example, (Robinson, Lee, Dearing, & Rogers, 2018)). However, in ado-
lescents the self asserts itself more strongly, and parental influence on school at-
tendance wanes (see, for example, (Heaven, Mak, Barry, & Ciarrochi, 2002)).
Therefore, causes for school absences in high-school students with ADHD are
dominated by the individual, through school refusal attitudes.

The goal of this study was to examine the attitudes to school refusal in male
adolescents with ADHD and compare those to typically-developing peers. The
main attitudes, or causes, as formulated by Kearney et al. (Kearney, 2001; Kear-
ney et al., 2004; Kearney & Silverman, 1993) are: (RA) Avoidance of school
stimuli that give rise to negative affectivity, (RB) Escape from aversive social
and/or evaluative school situations, (RC) Need to receive attention from signifi-
cant others, and (RD) Pursuit of tangible reinforcement from settings outside
school. Specifically, our goal was to determine which of the four attitudes domi-
nates in adolescents with ADHD when compared to their peers, and understand
the underlying causes for these school refusal attitudes. Our hypothesis is that

school refusal attitudes in adolescent males with ADHD are associated with
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anxiety, rather than the ADHD symptoms.

As shown in Table 2, both groups cite RD, the pursuit of reinforcement out-
side school, more highly than any other attitude. This is followed by RA, the
avoidance of negative stimuli in the school. Comparing the two groups shows
significance in RA (p = .013), and marginal significance in RB (p = .05). For RC
and RD no significance was found in the level between the two groups. These
results mean that the need of adolescent males to miss school in order to find
positive reinforcement outside the school is the same for those with ADHD as
without, but that adolescents with ADHD prefer to miss school to avoid negative
or aversive stimuli in school more strongly than their peers.

What is the underlying driver for school refusal attitudes, namely, the leading
cause? As noted, previous studies identified anxiety as a leading component in
school refusal attitudes (Egger et al.,, 2003; Finning et al., 2019; Haight et al.,
2011; Ingul & Nordahl, 2013; Kearney, 2008; Kearney & Albano, 2004; Kearney
& Bensaheb, 2006; Prabhuswamy et al., 2007; Van Ameringen et al., 2003). Here,
we find that the ADHD group reported significantly higher anxiety when com-
pared to the control group, as expected from previous studies that link the dis-
order with anxiety (D’Agati et al., 2019; Karustis et al., 2000; Krone & Newcorn,
2015; Pliszka, 2019; Wilens & Spencer, 2010). Also, as expected, we find signifi-
cance in the correlation between anxiety in the ADHD group RA (avoidance of
school stimuli that give rise to negative affectivity), and anxiety and RD (pursuit
of tangible reinforcement from settings outside school). As a result, it may be
deduced that ADHD causes anxiety, which in turn leads male adolescents with
ADHD to want to avoid school so as to reduce negative affectivity or to enjoy
reinforcement outside school.

However, examining Table 3 shows that in typically-developing adolescents,
anxiety is also significantly linked to school refusal attitudes, despite the fact this
group reports low rates of inattention and hyperactivity (Table 1). Analysis of
the entire group (both ADHD and control) shows an even stronger correlation
between anxiety, RA, RC and RD, which further supports the hypothesis that
anxiety—rather than any inherent ADHD symptom—is at the root of school re-
fusal attitudes in male adolescents. The Pearson coefficients (Table 4) further
support the link between school refusal and anxiety, rather than inattention or
hyperactivity.

Limitations of this study: First, the study focused on attitudes, namely, the
reasons that the adolescents give for their desire to be absent from school. These
do not necessarily correlate to actual absences. Second, the study focused on
male adolescents only, so the results might not apply to female adolescents with
ADHD. Also, sample size is small (18 per group) and based on one high school.
Third, although ADHD diagnosis was supported by documentation from a
health-care professional, anxiety levels and other measures are based on self-
reports only. In addition, the medication status or other types of treatment of the

adolescents with ADHD was not determined.
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6. Conclusion

In summary, we tested school refusal attitudes in adolescent males with ADHD
when compared to their typically developing peers. We find that the reported at-
titudes are linked to anxiety, in both the ADHD and the control group. These
findings are consistent with the findings of Classi et al. (Classi et al., 2012) where
the likelihood of school absence was found to be higher in children and adoles-
cents with ADHD that also had anxiety. Although subject to the limitations
clarified above, our results suggest that adolescent-driven school refusal is highly
linked to anxiety, rather than to ADHD’s core symptoms. Therefore, when at-
tempting to increase school attendance, parents and educators should include

identification and treatment for anxiety.
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