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What is EBSNA?

Understanding EBSNA & risk factors

EBSNA Framework

Strategies to support

Plan for today



Guidance documents
Currently being updated

Under review – being replaced by the new 
framework for schools



What do you think of when you hear 
EBSNA?



What is 
EBSNA?

Umbrella term used to describe a group of CYP 
who experience significant and enduring 
challenges in attending school due to emotional 
factors 

More than a young persons perceived dislike for 
school

Rooted in emotional and physical distress that can 
escalate to an extent that the child or young 
person does not feel able to attend school at all 



Importance of 
language

What language should we use when talking about school absence? - Barriers to 
Education

https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/what-language-should-we-use-when-talking-about-school-absence/
https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/what-language-should-we-use-when-talking-about-school-absence/
https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/what-language-should-we-use-when-talking-about-school-absence/
https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/what-language-should-we-use-when-talking-about-school-absence/


Understanding EBSNA and 
recent context

• 21% of all school age children are persistently 
absent, missing 10% of the school year which is up 
83% since 2019

• 2% of all school age children are severely absent, 
missing 50% or more of the school year which is up 
53% since 2019 (Government data for mainstream schools and 

NHS statistics November 2023)

• Happens for lots of different reasons
• Need for individualised response
• Early intervention is key
• Fight/flight response



Context in 
Hertfordshire 

23/24

Persistent absence: 

• In Hertfordshire in 2023/24 17.3% of pupils were 
recorded as persistently absent, which shows a 
reduction from 2022/23 (19.2%). 

• Defined as missing 10% or more of possible 
school days. 

Severe absence: 

• The proportion of children in Hertfordshire in 
2023/24 who missed more than 50% of school 
days was 1.9%, which shows a small increase 
from 2022/23 (1.7%). 

Reasons for absence: 

• In 2023/24 the highest rate of absence was 
recorded as authorised illness (3.7%). 

Children’s Services: School Attendance 
Strategy, Richard Woodard July 2025



Children can be 
attending school 
consistently and still 
be experiencing 
EBSNA



Holder, J. (2023) EBSA Horizons. EdPsychEd



What are the main reasons why CYP become 
emotionally distressed about attending school?

Kearney & Silverman 
model (1990)

The child wants to 
avoid things at 

school that make 
them feel 

overwhelmingly 
anxious or sad.

The child wants to 
avoid difficult 

social situations 
or being evaluated

The child wants to 
stay close to 

parents / 
caregivers

The child engages 
in rewarding 

activities while at 
home during the 
school day (e.g. 

gaming)



EBSNA occurs when..

• “stress exceeds support, when risks are greater than resilience and when 
‘pull’ factors that promote school non-attendance overcome the ‘push’ factors 
that encourage attendance” (Thambirajah et al, 2008: pg. 33)



Push and Pull factors 

Push towards attending school

Academically able
Enjoys certain lessons 

Peer/adult relationships 

Pull away from attending school 
(home factors)

Family bereavement 
Familiar environment 

Pull away from attending school 
(school factors)

Environmental factors (noise, busy)
Social factors (peers)
Adult relationships 

Learning factors (lesson difficulty)

Push towards staying at home

Family at home
Sibling context 

Predictable routine 
Environmental safety 



Risk Factors



Possible Risk Factors 

Individual                         School       Family

Age (key ages are 5-6, 11-12 and 13-14)

Trauma / Adverse Childhood experiences 
‘ACES’

Separation anxiety

Unidentified or identified SEND

Social communication differences / autism

Anxiety, depression, mental health needs

Bullying

Academic Demands / Exams

Peer / staff relationship difficulties

Transitions

Lack of reasonable adjustments

Transport

Parental ill-health/mental health needs

Loss / bereavement

Family history of EBSNA

Being a young carer

Changes in home context (divorce, separation, 
parent/carer illness)

Family stressors (financial, domestic abuse)



Cycle of Maintenance

Diagram from West Sussex EBSA Guidance



Early Warning Signs

Being persistently late 
to school

CYPs complaining of 
illness to avoid 

attending school

Behaviour designed to 
instigate ejection 

from class

Behaviour changes 
that indicate anxiety 

in school

Difficulties attending 
some or all lessons

Increased absences 
which may or may not 

show a pattern (e.g. 
certain days, lessons)



How schools can support CYP experiencing EBSNA
Guiding Principles working with individual CYP

Intervene
• Intervene early

Work
• Work with the family throughout

Involve
• Actively involve the pupil

Develop
• Develop a personalised, holistic action plan

Review
• Review the actions regularly





Young 
Person’s
 Form







What can we do?



Collecting the 
Voice of the 

Child

• Take a holistic approach which considers multiple 
factors.

• Consider who it is with, when and where

• What is the child’s preference for talking about 
their views (e.g. writing, drawing, talking)

Consider which tools/techniques the child would 
respond to:

• Risk and Resilience Card Sorting Activities

• Ideal School

• Scaling

• Questionnaires



Risk and Resilience Cards

• Videos (schoolwellbeingcards.co.uk)

https://www.schoolwellbeingcards.co.uk/video-tutorial
https://www.schoolwellbeingcards.co.uk/video-tutorial


Scaling 



Landscape of 
Fear 



Another example 
of the Landscape 
of Fear

• This website has lots of 
helpful tools to collect the 
CYP’s views and to work 
through with them: 
Welcome to Barriers to 
Education

https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/
https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/




Any other tools you have 
used which you found 

helpful?



Strategies to implement as 
part of your Action Plan



Strategies likely to be relevant for all children with EBSNA

Allocate the CYP key 
adults in school

1

Have clear consistent 
routines for warmly 
welcoming the CYP to 
school

2

Ensure the CYP knows 
what will happen during 
the day, including what 
will happen in 
unstructured times

3

Ensure a calm start to 
the day

4



Strategies likely to be relevant for all children with EBSNA

Make a plan in 
advance with the 
CYP about what 
they can do if they 
become worried. 

05

Build the CYP’s 
confidence in their 
ability to manage 
their worries

06

Teach the CYP how 
to recognize, 
understand, label, 
express and regulate 
their feelings.

07

Proactively adapt 
the environment to 
reduce triggers for 
anxiety.

08



Strategies likely to be relevant for all children 
with EBSNA

Develop the CYP’s motivation 
to be in school.

09

Keep in contact with students 
who are not attending school 
at all;

10

Share the document 
“Emotionally Based School 
Avoidance: A Guide for Parents 
and Carers” with families – 
currently being updated

11



Some ideas of 
helpful activities 

and resources 
from the School 

Guidance

• Teaching calming strategies (appendix 17)

• Grounding exercises/activities (appendix 17)

• Mindfulness and Imagery (appendix 17)

• Teach the young person to identify what they feel like when they 
are anxious/ body mapping (appendix 18)

• Psychoeducation around the “fight or flight” response (appendix 19 
and page 39-41 of EHCNA framework)

• Psychoeducation around how avoidance makes fear stronger and 
the anxiety maintenance cycle (appendix 20 and page 42 of EBSNA 
framework)

• Emotional Literacy (appendix 22)

• Problem solving (appendix 23)

• Emotion Coaching (appendix 31)

• Zones of Regulation (ZoR)

• Externalising the anxiety (appendix 10)

• Exposure or Anxiety Ladders (Gradual desensitisation)

• Nurture groups or smaller pastoral-focused classes within the wider 
school community



The Toolkit: Tools 
to Help Schools 
Support CYPs to 

Manage their 
Anxiety 

Teaching calming strategies

• CYP need to be taught how to use self-
calming strategies

• Different self-calming strategies work for 
different people, and different strategies 
are likely to work at different levels of 
emotional overwhelm

• CYP involved in guiding ideas for calming 
strategies

• Self-calming strategies can be separated 
into the following categories:

• Sensory strategies for calming

• Breathing techniques

• Grounding

• Mindfulness and imagery



Examples 
of calming 
strategies

Take 5 Breathing
The Grounding Chair 



Teach the CYP 
to identify 
what they feel 
like when they 
are anxious

Body mapping activity





Teach the CYP about the 
“fight or flight” response

What Anxious CYPs Need to Know: 

• Everyone experiences anxiety and often anxiety is a healthy and helpful 
response. 

• Sometimes our body thinks things are dangerous, even when they are 
not 

• Because our body thinks we’re in danger, it produces adrenaline. This 
makes our heart race, our hands go sweaty, we feel sick etc. 

• This is a false alarm. There is no real danger and we don’t need to run 
away or fight 

• The physical feelings we have are uncomfortable, but they are temporary 
and harmless 

• As we learn that these sensations are a normal response to our body 
sending out a “false alarm”, that the feelings will pass and they do no 
harm, we will begin to pay less attention to them. 

Anxiety curve





Identifying 
triggers, 
teaching how 
thoughts, 
feelings and 
actions link 
together



Problem 
solving



Any Questions?



Feedback form -TA Academy Training 
Session - EBSNA Framework

https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=d_4sibt5XUKFZVDfiabwyhw3tClU29ZOv9InYZ1kH1dUOEFQNjJQSUE0OExYTzlPUERFTUo2OFpBVi4u&route=shorturl
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=d_4sibt5XUKFZVDfiabwyhw3tClU29ZOv9InYZ1kH1dUOEFQNjJQSUE0OExYTzlPUERFTUo2OFpBVi4u&route=shorturl
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=d_4sibt5XUKFZVDfiabwyhw3tClU29ZOv9InYZ1kH1dUOEFQNjJQSUE0OExYTzlPUERFTUo2OFpBVi4u&route=shorturl
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=d_4sibt5XUKFZVDfiabwyhw3tClU29ZOv9InYZ1kH1dUOEFQNjJQSUE0OExYTzlPUERFTUo2OFpBVi4u&route=shorturl
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=d_4sibt5XUKFZVDfiabwyhw3tClU29ZOv9InYZ1kH1dUOEFQNjJQSUE0OExYTzlPUERFTUo2OFpBVi4u&route=shorturl
https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=d_4sibt5XUKFZVDfiabwyhw3tClU29ZOv9InYZ1kH1dUOEFQNjJQSUE0OExYTzlPUERFTUo2OFpBVi4u&route=shorturl
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