


Supporting Your Child with Emotionally Based School Avoidance (EBSA) – Parents’ Guide
Emotionally Based School Avoidance (EBSA) describes difficulty attending school due to emotional distress, most commonly anxiety. 
Key principles for parents (EBSA-informed)
· EBSA explains behaviour, but it does not remove the need for attendance.
Anxiety is real and distressing, but reducing or stopping school without a clear reintegration plan can make anxiety stronger over time.
(Source: YoungMinds – School anxiety and refusal)
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/parents-a-z-mental-health-guide/school-anxiety-and-refusal/
· Parents set the emotional tone around school.
Children take cues from adult language, body language and confidence—especially at times of separation.
(Source: NHS – Anxiety in children: advice for parents)
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/children-and-young-adults/advice-for-parents/anxiety-in-children/
· Clear, calm expectations support recovery from EBSA.
When attendance is presented as predictable and non-negotiable (with support), anxiety often reduces.
(Source: YoungMinds – Helping your child with anxiety)
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/parents-a-z-mental-health-guide/anxiety/
· Early action prevents EBSA becoming entrenched.
The earlier anxiety is addressed, the easier it is to support a return to confident attendance.
(Source: NHS – Supporting a child or young person’s mental health)
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/children-and-young-adults/mental-health-support/supporting-a-child-or-young-person/
· Short-term distress is not harmful.
Experiencing anxiety at separation does not cause long-term emotional damage. Avoidance, however, can increase anxiety in the long run.
(Source: NHS & YoungMinds – anxiety management and avoidance)
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/children-and-young-adults/advice-for-parents/anxiety-in-children/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/parents-a-z-mental-health-guide/school-anxiety-and-refusal/
Things you may notice in your child (ages 4–11) if they are experiencing EBSA
· Your child starts missing more school than usual, or their attendance slowly drops over time.
· Mornings become more difficult, with your child arriving late because of them not wanting to come to school.
· Your child becomes very upset or angry at separation, finding it hard to leave you, crying, clinging, or refusing to go in.
· Your child often complains of physical symptoms on school days, such as tummy aches, headaches or feeling sick, especially when medical checks don’t find a cause.
· Your child talks more about worries related to school, for example saying they feel scared, unsafe, or unable to cope.
· You begin to feel unsure, guilty, or torn about how firmly to encourage your child to attend school.
NB: Younger children may show different school avoidant behaviours than older children. In younger children this may look like angry or destressed outbursts whilst older children may make other excuses for not being able to attend.

Supporting attendance with EBSA in mind
At home
· Present school as an expectation, not a choice.
· Prepare the night before where possible. This could be by talking about the next day at school, or using non-verbal cues, laying out school clothes and making packed lunches. This reinforces the message that they are going to school.
· Keep morning routines predictable and calm.
· Avoid lengthy discussions about worries in the morning—save these for later.
At drop-off
· Keep goodbyes brief, calm and confident (“drop and go”) – even if your child is distressed.
· Avoid prolonged reassurance, negotiating, or returning after leaving.
· Trust that school will support your child once they arrive.
This approach does not mean ignoring your child’s feelings. It means separating emotional support from avoidance-driven behaviours and providing reassurance at times when it helps most.
What to say to your child (EBSA-supportive language)
Use short, confident phrases. Long explanations often increase anxiety.
Helpful script:
· Validate the feeling:
“I can see you’re feeling anxious. That’s hard.”
· Separate feeling from danger:
“Feeling anxious doesn’t mean you’re unsafe.”
· Build confidence:
“I know you can manage this, even though it feels uncomfortable.”
· Normalise:
“Anxiety rises and falls—you’ll feel better soon.”
· Distract:
“What’s for lunch today? How many red cars have we passed?” etc
· Focus on the first step:
“Let’s get to the school door first.”
· Reassure without rescuing:
“I know you don’t want to go but let’s hand you over to Mrs X and start the day.”
This approach is consistent with CBT-informed and NHS-endorsed EBSA guidance.

Working in partnership with school
· Share concerns early with school staff – don’t let absences become a habit before seeking support.
· Expect regular contact if attendance dips—this is supportive, not punitive. Don’t ignore requests for attendance meetings – these are something which all schools will hold. 
· Stay aligned with school messages about attendance. If your child believes that you don’t think they’ll be able to successfully attend this is likely to make EBSA worse.
· Agree on simple, time-limited support focused on helping your child attend.

EBSA-informed support strategies
Support should help your child attend, not avoid.
Effective support is:
· Minimal and purposeful
· Time-limited
· Predictable and consistent
This may include:
· A consistent meet-and-greet
· A clear arrival routine
· Calm, brief handovers
· Regulation tools used after arrival
· Visual timetables and clear end-points to the day
Too much support or open-ended adjustments can unintentionally reinforce anxiety. The support offered will also be different for different children, so don’t expect your child’s support to look exactly like other children’s who may also be experiencing EBSA.

Reviewing progress
· Review strategies after 2–4 weeks
· Gradually reduce additional support as attendance improves
· If attendance does not improve, seek further guidance early (family link support from school or your GP in the first instance). 
Early escalation is supportive, not a failure.






What to say / What not to say
	What helps 
	What increases anxiety 

	“I can see you’re anxious, and I know you can cope.”
	“It’s okay, you don’t have to go if you’re anxious.”

	“Your body feels worried, but you are safe.”
	“There must be something really wrong if you feel like this.”

	“School is happening today, and I’ll help you through it.”
	“Just calm down.”

	“You don’t need to feel better to go.”
	“Let’s wait until you feel less anxious.”

	“I believe in you.”
	“This is breaking my heart.”

	“We’ll take it one step at a time.”
	“If you don’t stop crying, we’ll go home.”

	“The feeling will pass.”
	“What if something bad happens?”
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