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Emotionally based school non-attendance is 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. 

Onset of emotionally based school avoidance may be sudden or 

gradual and is most common during adolescence.  It is equally 

common in males and females (Ingles et al, 2015, Kearney, 

2008). 

What is EBSN? 

How do I know if my child has EBSN? 
If a child or young person (CYP) 

is feeling anxious about attend-

ing school they may complain 

of physical illness such as; feel-

ing nauseous, complaining of 

headaches or stomach pain, diz-

ziness, increased heart rate, 

shaking, or sweating.  

You may notice these tend to 

be present or more noticeable 

on mornings before school. 



Common indicators include: 
 periods of prolonged absence and/or persistent lateness to 

school – and you may find that your attempts to encourage 

and support your child to attend are ineffective. 

 identifiable patterns within non-school attendance e.g. spe-

cific days, subjects, staff members . 

 regularly providing minor reasons for school absences. 

 distraction and delay on mornings before school. 

 anxiety or agitation in anticipation of attending school, sur-

rounding school routines, or talking about school and learn-

ing. 

 anxiety in relation to home factors e.g. parental separation, 

divorce, conflict, loss, bereavement. 

 separation anxiety. 

 increased anxiety in relation to their 

learning and/or poor self-concept as 

a learner. 

 concerns around academic progress 

due to non-school attendance / missed education. 

 low self-esteem and/or lack of confidence. 

 sleeping difficulties on school nights. 

 struggling in relation to peer relationships and/or social situ-

ations. 

 displays of extreme emotions and/or distress e.g. anger, 

frustration, aggression. 



There are also some possible early indicators that you may notice 

in your CYP before their patterns of behaviour become en-

trenched. These include: 

 sporadic attendance and/or lateness to school. 

 reporting that they do not want to go to 

school. 

 physical signs of anxiety believed to be linked 

to stress (e.g. stomach ache, sickness, head-

ache) or complaining of feeling ill. 

 behavioural changes or fluctuations e.g. inter-

actions with others, reduced motivation and 

engagement in learning tasks. 

This is not a definite, exhaustive list of possible indicators and it 

is important to remember that such anxiety-driven behaviours in 

different CYP may manifest in a different ways. It should be not-

ed that it if your CYP is displaying more extreme behaviours it is 

important to seek professional help as soon as possible. 

What should I do if I am concerned? 
If you are worried that your child is ex-

periencing EBSN, you should contact 

your child’s school and speak with a 

member of staff (this could be the class 

teacher, the SENCo, Form Tutor, Head of 

Year depending on the setting). 



 
In the meantime – there are some ways in which you can try to 

help reduce their anxiety.  

 Talk to your child. Give them time to express their worries 

and listen to them, without trying to fix them. Verbalise your 

understanding to ensure they feel heard and safe. You 

should try to validate and show empathy toward their wor-

ries but be careful not to confirm their anxieties.  

 If they struggle to articulate their worries, or they struggle to 

talk to you directly, you can suggest that they write down or 

draw their concerns to share with you.  

 Try to avoid leading questions – ask ‘how do you feel 

about…’ rather than ‘are you worried about…’ 

 Model appropriate ways to deal with anxiety e.g. ‘I feel a bit 

worried today’ this validates and normalises their own feel-

ings. You can then go on to model effective coping strate-

gies e.g. ‘I tried deep breathing for 30 seconds and it make 

me feel much calmer’.  

 ‘Don’t look for the monster under the bed’. Reassurance is 

important but not in excess, and behaviours surrounding 

their anxieties should be carefully thought about e.g. if 

they’re nervous about being separated from you then do not 

dwell on long goodbyes as it will only confirm their worries. 

 Encourage that they take small steps to 

get back into a school routine and cele-

brate these successes.  

 Try to reduce anxiety leading up to at-

tending school for example, using dis-

tractions techniques on school mornings.  



School will refer to the Collab-

orative working to the pro-

mote Attendance and Psycho-

logical Wellbeing (CAPW) 

guidance to start a graduated 

response towards supporting 

the CYP experiencing EBSN. 

What can I expect school to do? 

You can expect school to work closely with you and your child to 

support them in getting back into school.  

If there is limited progress in response to school based interven-

tions the school may request support from an external agency 

e.g. SISS, Community Educational Psychology Service, Solar. 



 AnxietyUK is a charity that provides online support for peo-

ple suffering with anxiety. For more information about young 

people and anxiety visit https://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/get-

help/anxiety-information/young-people-and-anxiety/   

 Youngminds is a charity providing mental health information 

and support for young people. They provide guidance for 

parents and carers, to access this visit https://

youngminds.org.uk/find-help/for-parents/  

 MindEd for Families, Children and Young People provide ad-

vice about young people’s mental health from experts and 

parents and they offer further information specific to EBSN, 

visit https://mindedforfamilies.org.uk/Content/

refusal_to_go_to_school/ 

Where can I find further information? 

Local help: 
 Solar provide emotional wellbeing and mental health ser-

vices for children and young people in Solihull. For more in-

formation about Solar and their service visit https://

www.bsmhft.nhs.uk/our-services/solar-youth-services/  

 If you wish to make a referral click on the ‘parent/carer’ box 

 and find the form under ‘More for young people’ on the left 

 hand side.  

 For more information on the CAPW visit https://

socialsolihull.org.uk/localoffer/education/children-and-young

-peoples-send-service/collaborative-working-to-promote-

attendance-and-psychological-wellbeing/ 
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