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Focus for 
today

What is Emotion-Based School Non-Attendance 
(EBSNA)?

What might contribute to EBSNA in primary aged 
children?

How to support children at risk of EBSNA

Strategies to support your child

Questions



What do you already 
know about EBSNA?

????

Mentimeter

https://www.mentimeter.com/app/presentation/n/alw9z1yhgtcf7r319hr89jtkdvggdkni/present?question=5vxm1rc9mbve


What is Emotion-Based School Non-
Attendance (EBSNA)?

• Severe difficulties attending school due to emotional 
factors.

• Can sometimes result in long periods of time away from 
school, sporadic attendance, or complete withdrawal.

• School refusal?

• 1 to 2% of the school population experiences EBSNA, 
Research from the Children's Commissioner (2023) 
suggests 22.3 % persistently absent.

• Home, school and child-based factors.

Emotional Based 
School Refusal

Emotion Based 
School 

Avoidance

Anxiety Related 
Non-Attendance



Early signs of EBSNA

Signs in primary
• Difficulties coming into school (tantrums, crying)

• Separation difficulties (can be developmentally appropriate)

• Frequent tummy-aches and headaches.

Signs in secondary-
• Transition difficulties

• Sleep difficulties

• behaviour issues at home

Emotional difficulties often at the core of EBSNA

• Presents differently in different students (e.g., internalising or externalising)



Do any of these 
behaviours 

sound familiar?



What ‘causes’ EBSNA? 
Function 1. Avoidance of something or situations that elicit negative feelings, high levels of stress, or 

low mood (e.g., fear of toilets, noise in playground, tests/exams, academic demands).

Function 2. Avoidance of social situations that might be stressful or cause anxiety, such as social 
pressure, peer bullying, or poor teacher relationships.

Function 3. To reduce separation anxiety or to gain attention from significant others, such as parents 
or other family members

Function 4. Wanting to pursue rewarding experiences outside of school, so avoiding school to 
engage in pleasurable activities such as going shopping or playing computer games during 
school time.

Others have also recently added a fifth possible function based on difficulties observed since Covid-19: 

Function 5. To avoid worry or stress about health-related issues.   



Thoughts, feelings and behaviours

Thoughts

Emotions

Bodily 
feelings

Behaviours

“School is scary, there are 
too many demands, and 

my Mum isn’t there”

“Maths is too difficult; I 
can’t do it”

“I feel shy and embarrassed”

“I feel upset and angry”

“I feel nervous and scared”

“I feel sick”

“My heart beats faster and 
I get sweaty and shaky”

“I avoid going to school so I don’t have to 
separate from Mum”

“I’m quiet in class and I stop doing any 
work”

“I scream and shout when people try and 
make me go to school”



Activity: What might they be feeling?



Development of EBSNA over time

• E.g., Shy child

• SEND

• History of separation 
anxiety

• School transition

• Birth of a sibling

• Parental illness

• Bereavement

• Moving house 

• Reduced demands from not 
engaging in school work

• More time and attention from 
caregivers 

• Spending time at home engaging 
in fun activities

• Friendship groups move on

• Unsolved problems at school

Predisposing/ Risk 
Factors

Triggering Events

Maintenance 
Factors



Thoughts

Emotions

Bodily feelings

Behaviours

• Reduced demands from not 
engaging in school work

• Further behind with work

• Spending time at home engaged 
in fun activities

• Friendship groups move on

Maintenance Factors



Dr Jerricah Holder’s Integrated Model of EBSA





Can you think of a 
time that you have 

related to this cycle?

Discuss…



Risk Factors

Student School Home

E.g., Low self-esteem E.g., Structure of the school 
day

E.g., family breakdown

Activity: What risk factors for 
EBSNA can you think of?

• Shy student

• Separation anxiety

• Trauma

• SEND

• Demands of school 

• Poor sense of belonging at 
school

• Sensory aspects of school

• Exams/ SATs

• Peer/staff relationship 
difficulties

• Parent health problems

• Loss/bereavement

• Difficult family dynamics

• High levels of family stress

• Young carer

• Family history of EBSNA



Protective Factors

Student School Home

Eg. Enjoys being helpful Eg. Enjoys PE Eg. Close family 
relationships

Has close family 
relationships

Enjoys playing football

Interested in the 
environment

Likes learning and generally 
curious

Starting to build a positive 
relationship with Head of 

Year

Has made a new friend/or 
knows a friend from Primary 

school

Enjoys a particular lesson

Parents talk positively about 
school and education

Favourite uncle recently 
moved back to UK

Supportive network for 
parents

Activity: What risk factors for 
EBSNA can you think of?



Successful support has involved…

Reintegration as early as possible (gradual steps)

Positive home-school relationship

Open communication between home and school

Co-production of support

Listening to the child’s voice 



The Blame Cycle 

• EBSNA can be very frustrating for 
everyone involved and a cycle of blame 
often occurs.

• Maintaining school-home relationships is 
crucial when dealing with EBSNA.

• Strategies for collaboration:
1) Establish open communication- 

situation can change quickly
2) What can you do? What can school 

do?- clearly defined roles
3) Collaborative problem solving- both 

working towards the end goal



What early support can you 
provide at home?



Coping strategies • Active listening and 
acknowledging feelings

• Co-regulation

• Create a calm morning 
routine- Transitional 
objects, special job.

• Make a ‘toolbox of 
strategies’ together and 
share with school 
(breathing, relaxation, 
worry dump)

If you are concerned about your child's wellbeing, speak to the school SENCO. They may 

require further support.











What strategies would your child have in 
their toolbox?



Additional 
Resources
• West Sussex guides for 

parents, students and 
young people

• Not fine in school: 
https://notfineinschool.c
o.uk

• ‘Square Peg’ book: 
Costello & Morgan, 
2023.

• EBSA Horizons:  
https://www.edpsyched.
co.uk/ebsahorizons-
schools

https://notfineinschool.co.uk/
https://notfineinschool.co.uk/
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/ebsahorizons-schools
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/ebsahorizons-schools
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/ebsahorizons-schools




Thank you for attending!

Please complete the feedback survey ☺
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