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EMOTIONALLY BASED 
SCHOOL AVOIDANCE D E L I V E R E D  B Y  

S H E F F I E L D  C I T Y  
C O U N C I L ’ S  

E D U C A T I O N A L  
P S Y C H O L O G Y  S E R V I C E

AIMS

1. Increase understanding of Emotionally Based 
School Avoidance (EBSA)

2. Identifying risk factors

3. Supporting parent/carers

4. Developing support plans

5. Looking at whole school strategies to include; 
prevention work and processes

6. Next steps; putting this into practice

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS & THE 
EBSA JOURNEY

Sheffield 
Educational 

Psychology Service

West Sussex 
Guidance EP webinar

Somerset Council 
EBSA website

Staffordshire EP 
service Solihull EP service
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INCREASE UNDERSTANDING 
OF EBSA

Prevalence

Causes

ANXIETY
Anxiety is a natural human response when we 
feel that we are under threat. It can be 
experienced through our thoughts, feelings 
and physical sensations.

School avoidance can be a response to 
overwhelming feelings of anxiety that a young 
person may or may not be able to 
communicate.
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Resource: Pupil voice card sort
Appendix 5a Sheffield Guidance

To avoid 
uncomfortable 

feelings brought on 
by attending school

To avoid stressful 
situations

To reduce 
separation anxiety

To pursue tangible 
reinforcers outside 

of school
Kearney and 
Silverman 
1990

What is the function of the school avoidance 
behaviour? What purpose is it serving?

IDENTIFYING RISK 
FACTORS

Resource: Push and pull formulation template
Appendix 3 Sheffield Guidance

Tools

Assessment tools

PASS software

CYP

Within 
Child

Home
School

Early identification is key and best practice would mean that there is a 
whole school approach to this that develops staff awareness and 
understanding of EBSA. In order to recognise the possible indicators of 
EBSA; remain curious about your CYP’s behaviour, try to refrain from 
making assumptions and share information with colleagues to establish a 
holistic picture. 

CASE STUDY: TASK

Read through the case study 

Which risk factors are present?

Use the push and pull factors template to begin a formulation

Push (Towards School) Pull (Away from School)

School factors

Home factors

5
mins
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Push (Towards School) Pull (Away from School)

School factors Academically able

Forming close friendship

Helps brother with homework

Previous patterns of attendance

In top classes?

Prolonged period of absence

Isolated (not leaving house)

Difficult transition to secondary

Academic demands

Social difficulties – possible bullying

Home factors Parents aware and concerned

Friend visiting house

Brother’s attendance?

Brother wanting to complete 
homework?

Mum’s illness

Difficulty sleeping, nightmares

Separation anxiety

Not having to complete schoolwork

INDICATORS

Sheffield guide p10

Resources: Profile of risk factors tool
Appendix 2 Sheffield Guidance
Risk factors card sort Staffordshire Guidance

Sheffield guide p11
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INTERRELATED FACTORS & 
THE IMPACTS
EBSA can make people feel very stuck, generating considerable 
stress amongst parent/carers and staff

Can result in parent/carers taking CYP out of school through feeling 
at a loss

Covert parental support for the CYP to stay at home (difficult to 
withstand the relentless pressure put on them by their CYP / find it 
unbearable to witness the extreme anxiety shown and so let them 
stay at home)

Keep in mind:
Usually not one cause – interaction of multiple factors
People are trying their best in the situation they find themselves in (which is not of 

their choosing)

SUPPORTING PARENT/CARERS

Information Gathering from 
parents with prompts
Appendix 7 Sheffield 
Guidance

Websites:
• We heart CBT
https://weheartcbt.com/for-parents
• Parent support website:
Somerset Council Support for parents

Gathering their voice

Support plans

Identification of the function of behaviour

Keeping informed

Multiagency working

Developing relationships

Regular communication and check-ins

Tailoring support

Developing anxiety management techniques 
used at school and home

Signposting to resources

DEVELOPING 
SUPPORT PLANS
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“I might not always be able to tell 
you what is up. I may not always be 
able to communicate with you or 
myself about what the problem is. 
Your job is to help me with this.”

DEVELOPING SUPPORT PLANS

Resources: Appendices 5 & 6 Sheffield Guidance
School Wellbeing cards

A range of tools/approaches can be useful for 
exploring young people’s views, including use of 
scaling, drawing, visuals/cards, The Ideal School, 
School Stress survey etc.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x14_2chx3l
E

PUPIL VOICE 
TASK
Read through your section of 
the pupil view task sheets

Through considering a young 
person you have worked with 
or Alison’s case study – which 
activity might you be best 
placed to either use in your role 
or suggest a colleague use?

What do you like most about 
the activity?

Which would you feel most 
comfortable using? Why?

How could this be 
used within your 
school?

How can you build 
upon existing good 
practice?

5
mins

PUPIL VOICE TASK FEEDBACK

Timetable review

Anxiety thermometer or scale 

Card Sort: Function of School Avoidance

Ideal Classroom/School
School Stress Survey

Life Graph

5 point scale

Multi Element Plan (MEP) cards

Externalisation
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DEVELOPING SUPPORT 
PLANS

Resources: Support and 
action plan templates
Appendices 10 & 11 
Sheffield Guidance

APPROACHES TASK

Read through your section of the 
approaches document

Decide in your groups which 
approaches may be worth including in a 
support plan for Alison

Give consideration to the pros and cons 
of the approach

Be prepare to feedback and justify the 
use of an approach to the group

How could this be 
used within your 
school?

How can you build 
upon existing good 
practice?

Approaches – under the Do 
section of the guidance. Ideas 
and practical approaches to 
help support a CYP back into 
school.

5
mins

Breakout room 1 : 
Read pages 1 & 2

Breakout room 2: 
Read pages 3&4

Breakout room 3 : 
Read pages 1 & 2
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Pages 19,20 & 21 
of the Sheffield 

Guidance

Appendices 5, 
12, 13 & 14  

Sheffield 
guidance

Other 
approaches

How could this be 
used within your 
school?

How can you build 
upon existing good 
practice?

Resources: Whole School Audit
Appendix 1

LOOKING AT WHOLE SCHOOL STRATEGIES TO 
INCLUDE; PREVENTION WORK AND PROCESSES

Whole 
school
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NEXT STEPS; PUTTING THIS 
INTO PRACTICE

Individual take-away
What could your role be? 
Your ideas:
Your commitment:

How can you firm up the process from identifying a CYP at risk to 
gathering their views to implementing a support plan

Think about how you currently record and communicate EBSA 
Consider who could be the lead(s) on EBSA in your school
Consider developing a check-list for use when exploring a 

pattern of absence for example 
Consider using in-school meetings as a forum to raise concerns 
Consider an EBSA whole-school audit 

(see Sheffield Guidance) 

RESOURCES
Training video

https://www.the-educational-psychologists.co.uk/for-psychologists

EBSA cards

https://www.schoolwellbeingcards.co.uk/

Staffordshire Risk Factors card sort

link
Guidance from councils

 Sheffield Includes appendices referred to in this training

 Somerset Includes a fantastic website with resources for 

parent/carers and CYP

EMOTIONALLY BASED 
SCHOOL AVOIDANCE 

CREATED BY LOU TWIST 
( A S S I S TA N T E D U C AT I O N A L  P S YC H O LO G I S T )
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