
 
 

 
 
  

HOW  TO  TELL IF YOUR 
CHILD IS HAVING 
DIFFICULTIES  IN SCHOOL,
POSSIBLE  REASONS WHY, 
AND WHAT  YOU  CAN DO 
ABOUT IT 
Many children with SEND can cope well and thrive in education with little to no SEN support. 
However, others can struggle greatly and may not comprehend or be able to identify their own 
emotions, or may have significant verbal difficulties, so they will not necessarily be able to
communicate verbally that they are struggling in their educational setting. Some children may 
understand how they are feeling but feel unable to communicate that directly with their parents 
or carer. 

Verbal communication plays a tiny part in relaying information to each other; there are many 
different ways in which our children communicate with us. 

Here we will go through the different ways your child communicates to you that there is either 
an issue in their place of education or that they are not coping with something.  Examples
referring to school can also apply to Pre-School, College or other education providers. 
If you notice any of these changes, then there could be several reasons for these. If you 
are concerned about their safety or well-being, you should discuss these with a relevant 
professional such as the school, your GP, or paediatrician.  

Sudden change in wanting to talk about school or a significant
shift in attitude towards school 
Your child may have been happy or content in school and have been willing to go 
and been calm and relaxed after school. But then they become more negative about 
school, may stop talking about what they have been doing there, or their mood 
changes to an unhappy or anxious one when you mention school. 

Difficulty sleeping 
A change in their usual sleep pattern. It could be trouble falling asleep, that they 
need a parent or carer with them whilst they fall asleep, that they are experiencing 
nightmares or night terrors. 

Difficulty eating 
A change in their everyday eating habits. They could start rejecting their safe foods or 
not appear to have an appetite where they used to eat well. 
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The Teacher expresses concern 
The Teacher may raise a concern with you about a change in their demeanour or behaviour 
at school. They may have started isolating themselves from the rest of the class or become 
withdrawn and introverted - any negative change to their behaviour. 

Becoming aggressive, territorial, controlling at School 
When a child can no longer mask how they are feeling, it means that they have reached a level 
of overwhelm and inability to cope. When this happens, they could become introverted or 
become aggressive towards their classmates or school staff.  This could be physical; hitting,
kicking, throwing things, pushing others away from them, or verbal; screaming, growling, hissing, 
shouting profanities, etc. They could also become very territorial of an area of the classroom, not 
letting anyone else enter that area; they have claimed it as their safe area that they can control 
and feel some measure of security in their surroundings.  

Meltdowns/shutdowns after School 
When a child has had to mask their feelings all day, an explosion of these pent up emotions (I.e. 
overwhelm, anxiety, frustration, or rejection) often happens when they get home to their safe 
place or when they are a distance away from the school. This explosion can take the form of 
a meltdown where they lash out physically or verbally, become incredibly emotionally reactive, 
exceptionally upset, or the child shuts down. They may become introverted, want to stay in their 
room or lose themselves in a special interest, or game. 

School refusal 
They may have great reluctance to get out of bed, exhibit heightened anxiety during the morning 
routine and fight against putting their uniform on. It may take a lot of coaxing to get them to 
leave the house and get them to school physically. Then, when at the school door, they may 
refuse to go into the school/have a meltdown at the prospect. 
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Separation anxiety 
This is where your child’s anxiety suddenly heightens when they are away from you. They 
may become clingier or will follow you around the house, even into the bathroom. They 
anchor their safety and security to you and, if you are not with them, they feel unsafe and 
adrift. They may get upset or refuse to stay with anyone else or cling to you outside of 
school if you try and persuade them to go in. 

Frequent stomach aches at School and/or before School 
Many Neurodiverse children and adults feel their anxiety physically, in their stomachs. This 
can be a significant indicator that they are experiencing a level of anxiety that they cannot 
cope with. (Please note that if your child has frequent stomach pain, do take them to the 
GP to ensure that there is no physical cause). 

Low mood 
If you experience a lot of anxiety or are in a prolonged negative situation, it will affect your 
mental health. Signs to look out for are; 

► Lethargy 

► Lack of interest in doing things or their special interest 
► Wanting to be left alone or to stay in bed (even when not required to do something like 

go to school) 
► A decline in confidence or decision making 

► More irritable than usual 
► May speak about negative feelings about themselves 

► Self-harm. 
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Self-harm or suicidal intent 
When children feel that they have no escape from a situation, have such strong negative emotions 
or feelings, feel like they need control over something, or desire to punish themselves, they may 
turn to self-harm or suicidal intent. To learn more about self-harm; the signs, and how to help your 
child, please click on the following link: 
www.youngminds.org.uk/find-help/for-parents/parents-guide-to-support-a-z/parents-guide-
to-support-self-harm/ 

IF YOUR CHILD IS AT RISK OF HARM, THEN YOU SHOULD CONTACT A MEDICAL 
PROFESSIONAL IMMEDIATELY. 

Self-hatred 
Children who are not coping in a setting or situation often internalise the blame and believe that 
there is something wrong with them and that they are the reason they cannot cope in that situation. 
This is often the case if the child is being picked on or bullied at school; everyone else can see how
terrible they are, which is why they are being bullied. 

Potential attempts to get excluded
They may feel that their only way to escape from that environment is to get excluded intentionally. 
This could take the form of rule-breaking, defiance, swearing at teachers, or other negative 
behaviour. A marked difference in their behaviour between term time and school holidays - If their 
behaviour during the school holidays is a lot calmer and happier than it is during term time, it could
indicate that there is something that they are struggling to cope with during term time. 

POSSIBLE  REASONS WHY... 
Needs not being met
If a child’s needs have not been identified, it is much harder to ensure that they receive all the 
support they need. Speak to the setting to understand what needs have been identified and any
other assessments that may be required. Children change over time, so even those children who 
have been assessed previously may require updated observations or further input from relevant 
professionals. 

Being bullied
Children who are different are often targets for bullies in school. This can cause them to feel like there
is something wrong with them, that they are social outcasts, and can cause mental health issues and
make school feel like a dangerous and unsafe place for them to be. 

Being excluded from the classroom
Children who need additional support or exhibit negative behaviour in the classroom may be placed 
outside of the classroom or isolated from the rest of the class so that the lesson or activity is not 
disrupted or delayed. 

Sensory needs
Some children with neurodevelopmental conditions experience sensory processing issues. (Please
see the Sensory section for more details PAGE 20). They may find the classroom too loud, too 
busy, too colourful, too bright, or too many conflicting smells for them to be able to focus, learn, or 
cope in that environment. 

Aware they are different to others
Knowing that you are different from your classmates and other children can be isolating. All children 
need to belong, and knowing that you are different can make that feel unobtainable.  Other children 
can intensify this if they avoid the child or if they treat the child differently. 
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Not being given enough time to complete work
Some children with a neurodevelopmental condition can experience processing difficulties.  
This can mean that it takes longer for their brains to process information, so they need to be 
given more time to understand and complete work or instructions. If they are not given enough 
time, they can feel overwhelmed and panicked that they have not been able to understand or
finish the work in time and cannot learn what is being taught. 

Lack of friends 
Children with neurodevelopmental conditions can have social interaction difficulties, making it 
hard to connect with, or relate to other children and make friends. Without having friends, they 
can feel isolated and alone at school. They could also feel unliked, unwelcome, or that there is 
something wrong with them that others can see, and that’s why other children do not want to 
be friends with them. 

WHAT  CAN YOU  DO ABOUT IT? 

Listen to your child 
If your child is not coping, they will tell you in the best ways they know how. This could 
be verbally, behaviorally, or written. Listen to them, trust them and believe them. Show 
them that how they are feeling is important and that their feelings matter. Try to speak 
to them to find out what difficulties they are experiencing and how you can help to 
overcome them. 

Speak to a Teacher, SENCO, or other member of school staff 
These are the people who spend the most time with your child away from home. Speak 
to them to find out precisely what is happening around your child at school, what 
their demeanour and behaviour is like, if they have friends or not, if they are isolating 
themselves from the rest of the class. If your child has told you what difficulties they 
are experiencing at school, speak to the staff to find solutions or adaptations that 
can be implemented to help your child cope and enjoy school. This may include the
involvement of other professionals such as an Educational Psychologist, therapist or 
Outreach teacher. 

Request a meeting 
If your child has difficulties in school and the staff have tried different strategies to help, 
a meeting should be called to establish the next steps. The type of meeting will depend
on your child’s SEN stage and the level of support already in place. This may be a Team 
around the Child meeting (TAC), Individual Support Plan (ISP) meeting or Annual Review 
meeting if the child has an EHCP. No parent should feel pressured to off-roll their child 
(to remove them from the school register so that they are no longer registered to any 
school). If you are having difficulties, continue to work with the school and broader 
professionals as best as you can to get the support your child needs. If you remove your 
child from the school roll, you accept responsibility for their education, which is a big 
task to undertake. 

Find out if your school has a Welfare Officer or Counsellor that 
your child could speak to 
Sometimes, children and young people feel more comfortable opening up to someone 
who is not a family member or an authority figure. They could help your child or young 
person to work through what difficulties they are experiencing. Schools can also help in 
making referrals to external agencies if needed. 
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