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What is EBSA?

• ‘A broad umbrella term used to describe a group of children and young 

people who have severe difficulty in attending school due to emotional 

factors, often resulting in prolonged absences from school’ (West Sussex 

EPS, 2014).

• The term ‘school refusal’ is misleading as it implies the young person has 

control over their behaviour.

• Preference is to use terminology that reflects ‘within-child’ and 

environmental factors that could be important to help a young person 

back into school.



EBSA vs Truancy

EBSA

 Anxiety or fear of school

 Reluctance to dress or leave home

 Oppositional/challenging behaviour

 Pattern of absence leading to 
prolonged non-attendance

 Crying, pleading, tantrums in mornings

 Worry and lose sleep over school

Truancy

 No fear of attending school

 Sporadic non-attendance

 Happy to go out of home when absent 
from school



What does 

EBSA look 

like?



Characteristics 

of EBSA

 A combination of symptoms

 Crying, pleading, refusing to dress in the 
mornings

 Excessive worry around school related issues

 Trouble sleeping 

 Experiencing intrusive thoughts and feelings

 Psychosomatic illness, feeling ill without 
obvious cause. E.g. tummy ache, headaches.

 High levels of anxiety

 Defensive behavior 

 Aggression, either verbal or physical, as an 
attempt to control the situation 



Barriers to School 

Attendance

Exercise 

➢ Why do children and young 

people avoid going to school? 

➢ What do you think the 

purpose this behavior may 

serve for them? 



Triggers

 Substantial period of absence - Summer holidays, bereavement, Covid-19, illness

 Transitions – Between years groups, change of school, moving from primary to secondary

 Bereavement or loss of a close family member or other significant person

 Social changes – change in friendship groups

 Bullying or being “trolled” online

 Feeling anxious or depressed 

 Experiencing academic difficulties, feeling pressured in school

 Distressing family event – Divorce, moving home, separation

 Exposure to or experiencing a traumatic event – such as emotional/physical abuse or 
neglect



Factors 

Child or Young Person

• Undiagnosed needs

• Overwhelmed by 

academic pressures

• Social demands being 

too much

• Medical difficulties

• Temperament

• Difficulties with social 

interactions

Family

• Bereavement/loss

• Divorce

• Moving home

• Mental/physical wellbeing 

of parents

• Young carer to a parent

• Home environment e.g. 

safe? Happy?

School

• Transition

• Size of the school

• Bullying/cyber bullying

• Poor SEN provision

• Adjustment to 

expectations of each 

year group

• Facilities



Covid-19

Think about ways in 

which Covid-19 and 

lockdowns may have 

affected C/YP 

education.



Covid-19 

and EBSA

 Lockdowns have led to a spotlight being shone 
onto EBSA as we see an increase in children 
and young people struggling to attend an 
educational setting. 

 Everyone has a unique experience of Covid-19 
and lockdowns, no two are the same.

 Some have found home learning a positive 
experience, where others have had a negative 
experience.

 In the same way the return to school eased the 
anxiety of some children and young people, but 
heightened anxiety in others. 

 Children and young people with special 
educational needs are more likely to require 
additional support in their return to school.



5 Specific Challenges due to Covid-19



1) Separation Anxiety – C/YP spent a considerable amount of time at home with immediate family, 
bonding and creating new routines and reality. This impedes an easy return to school, as they fear for a 
family members health and safety when they aren’t around. Others will feel uncomfortable away from 
parents having forgotten how to independently function.

2) OCD – individuals with OCD are taught to reject compulsions (hand washing), but with Covid-19 are 
told to embrace such acts - to keep themselves safe from a real, and potentially life threatening, 
contagious virus (a big fear for someone with OCD). Those who suffer OCD have been at an increased 
risk of relapsing. Thus, moving back into a school environment and rejecting social distancing measures 
(mask wearing) can be extremely challenging and mentally exhausting.

3) General Anxiety – Many C/YP have found the uncertainty that Covid-19 brought along with it 
exceptionally difficult. Uncertainty increases negative thoughts, adding change, in the way of returning 
to school, and the C/YP can find demands in their academic work overwhelming as they attempt to 
navigate fears and anxieties.

4) Social Anxiety – C/YP who suffer social anxiety would have found lockdowns to be a blessing, with 
home-schooling a more fitting way to learn. The essential nature of lockdowns creates a reality ideally 
suited to a C/YP who struggles to socialize, e.g., 2 meters apart, masks.  And so, returning to school and 
mixing with peers is likely to increase stress and anxiety, making it difficult to return to school. 

5) Health Anxiety – Where a C/YP has a deeply instilled, overwhelming fear or worry of themselves or a 
loved one becoming unwell. Covid-19 being potentially life threatening, and highly contagious, means 
it instantly became individual's biggest concern. The media measuring cases and tallying death rates 
only adds to an individual's fears. It is therefore especially challenging to convince C/YP that it is safe to 
return to school and mix with others.



How can we help our children?

Our aim as parents should be to try understand C/YP’s anxiety and learn ways to 
help them manage this.

When our children are experiencing anxiety we should remain calm. 

“Dysregulated and stressed adults cannot effectively support and help  
children and young people who are also dysregulated and stressed. It is 

impossible.” (T. Rae. 2020, pg.3)

Responding to a distressed C/YP calmly demonstrates an alternative way of 
managing stress, our children learn by example and mirror behaviours. 

Where trauma is involved it is vital to be aware that the C/YP may take time to 
vocalise their experiences, may find it difficult to process verbal information, and 
follow more complex instructions.

We should respond suitably to our children and be willing to change our own 
behaviours and expectations.



“Push and Pull”

 Push factors increase C/YP ability to attend school 

 Pull factors reduce C/YP ability to attend school

 When there are more factors on one side than the other the C/YP 
is more likely to be at home or at school.

 Awareness of our C/YP’s push and pull factors (and our own) can 
help us to support them.

 Pull factors frequently act as triggers, causing a physiological 
response to the perceived threat – anxiety.

 Knowing how we can support our children when they are 
experiencing anxious thoughts and feelings is the best starting 
point. 

H/O – Push and Pull



“

”

What if some of these kids who are 

labelled “school refusers” or “school 

resistant” are just having reasonable 

reactions to unreasonable 

circumstances?
JULIE FAULCONER

Activity – Look through the handout - thinking about your child or young person, are you able to 

identify any push and pull factors that may be affecting them, or even yourself? 



The Avoidance Cycle

 The most common way for C/YP to deal with 
anxiety is to avoid the triggers all together. 

 By avoiding the trigger, the C/YP gains instant 
relief and so avoidance is tempting, but can 
sometimes feel like the only option, the only 
“way out”.

 Long-term impact means that the anxiety will 
continue to grow and each time the C/YP 
avoids school they are “feeding the beast”.

 The increased anticipation of the event means 
that the next time the C/YP faces the situation 
the anxiety reaction is intensified.

 For every time they avoid attending school the 
fear of attending the next day is much greater.





Return to School Plan

h/o – EBSA Checklist

Communication – open channels 

of communication between 

school, parents and the C/YP is 

essential to success.

Where parents or school has 

concerns over a C/YP’s 

attendance it can be helpful 

to consider the EBSA 

Checklist.

Consistency is key 

to a successful 

return to school 

plan.

Views of school, parents 

and C/YP should all be 

taken into account when 

developing a return to 

school plan

Be 

empathetic 

and pass no 

blame.

Schools are best 

placed to coordinate 

a return to school 

plan

C/YP should be given a 

voice. What helps 

them? What are their 

fears, concerns and 

challenges? 



What Role 

Does School 

Play?

School has a key role to play when it comes to EBSA, this includes 
making early identification of absences, prevention of frequent, or 
prolonged, absences and management of absences.

Schools are in an ideal position to make early identification of any 
difficulties. An attendance officer should contact the family where a 
student is absent without explanation and escalate to the head 
teacher should there be several absences or a pro-longed period of 
absence. The head teacher should arrange for a meeting with 
parent/carer along with the child or young person.

Schools are in a privileged situation where they can liaise with any 
necessary services or organisations.

A return to school plan should be coordinated by the school.



What to expect…

▪ You can expect school to have systems and resources to encourage attendance, to have trained 
staff for assessment and intervention of attendance issues and to have clear policies for attendance, 
behaviour management and bullying.

▪ Where attendance difficulties arise a member of staff will reach out to the parents/carer of the C/YP 
in order to gain an understanding of the reasons for absence.

▪ At this point, one key member of staff will act as a point of contact for school, C/YP and parents. 
This same member of staff will support the C/YP whilst in school. 

▪ Should there be ongoing absences from school the head teacher would be informed. The head 
teacher would then invite both the parents and the C/YP to an initial meeting, where the nature, 
severity and extent of absence would be discussed.

▪ It is important that absences are picked up on and addressed as early as possible, so to avoid 
absences becoming habitual.



The question of Home-schooling 

Possible Benefits

 C/YP continues to learn, focus shifts 

from school avoidance.

 With the worry and stress removed 

C/YP recovery may be brought on.

 May save the C/YP from a negative 

situation/environment. 

 May be able to better foster a positive 

relationship between C/YP and 

education.

 Academic expectations are flexible

Possible Limitations

 Allowing non-attendance at school reinforces the 

avoidance.

 Parents may have to get up to speed with the 

C/YP’s education quickly.

 Underlying problems may go unmet.

 School may not have to address 

unwelcoming/unsafe scenarios (bullying).

 Takes pressure off school to meet the C/YP’s needs.

 May be costly and impact upon parents work-life 

balance.





ANTs – Automatic Negative Thoughts

There is an interplay between our thoughts, feelings and 

behaviours. The way we think about something directly impacts 

how we will feel and then how we would then act.

Automatic 

Negative Thought

“I’m so stupid, I’m 

going to fail all of 

my exams”

Feeling

Anxiety around 

exams and 

academic pressures

Behaviour

Avoid going into 

school



Managing ANT’s

ANT’s are unpredictable and most of the time we are unaware they’ve 

occurred. By becoming more aware of ANT’s it’s possible to gently challenge 

them. Reframing negative thoughts into something positive or helpful is an 

effective way of managing ANTs, and stopping them from developing into an 

unhelpful thinking style. (H/O).

Challenge 

all ANTs

What evidence is there?

What would you advise somebody else?Is there another way to look at it?

Fact or opinion?

Think of a more 

realistic/optimistic thought
Is the thought helpful?



ANTs Top tips

 ANT’s are just thoughts – they’re not reality

 Challenging ANTs helps to ground the individual

 Offer C/YP support in beginning to recognizing and challenge ANTs 

 Approach C/YP with compassion, be empathetic of the upset, distress 

or anxiety the ANT’s may be causing them. 

 Feelings ARE valid and real, even when the thoughts are not. 

 Be patient, it takes time and practice to conquer the ANTs.



The Worry Tree

 There are a multitude of 

stressors affecting CYP that are 

out of their control. Exams are 

well known to cause CYP stress 

and anxiety, they have no 

control over the nature and 

content of exams and can all 

too easily fall into a negative 

thinking style such as “I am 

going to fail my exams”.

 As parents it is helpful if we 

can support our CYP to identify 

the stressors they can and 

cannot control. 

Our anxiety does not 

come from thinking 

about the future, but 

from wanting to control 

it

- Kahlil Gibran

Take control of what you 

have power over, instead 

of craving control over 

what you don’t

- Steve Maraboli

Change the way you 

look at things and the 

things you look at will 

change

You can’t control 

everything, but you 

can start over each 

morning

If you can’t do 

anything about it then 

let it go. Don’t be a 

prisoner to things you 

can’t change.

-Tony Gaskins

Learn to let go, 

channel the energy 

into enjoying the now



Help your CYP to create a 
problem-solving plan

• Encourage CYP to become a thought detective, asking 
themselves “What am I worrying about?” 

• CYP should then ask themselves “is there anything that I can do 
about it ?”

• If they answered NO then letting go of the worry and anxiety is 
best. Finding effective methods of distraction, relaxation and 
mindful breathing is useful. Support them to know that as 
horrid as it feels now this feeling will eventually pass.

• If they answered YES then it is time to sit and help them to 
formulate a plan asking themselves “what, when, how?”.

• If there is something they can do it should be done as soon as 
possible, CYP can then let go of the worry and return focus to 
something else.

• If there is no instant solution then CYP should decide when it is 
they can make a change and plan for that, in the meantime CYP 
can use distraction techniques along side grounding exercises 
such as mindful breathing.





Wild Peace

“3 for me”

Self-care doesn’t have to be big. Tiny, 

daily shifts in mindset and habits, which 

we call micro-actions, can make a real 

difference.

To start:

· Pick 3 self-care micro actions

· Put them on a Post-it

· Try them each day and see how you feel

Source:

https://www.wildpeace.org/
https://www.wildpeace.org/micro-action-menu
https://www.wildpeace.org/micro-action-menu



