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In the Classroom: Supporting 
Emotional Based School Avoidance (EBSA)
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Child and Educational Psychologist
HCPC Registered

PippaBusch@gmail.com

@PippaBusch

In this session, we 
will cover…

• What is meant by the term 

‘emotional based school avoidance’ 

(EBSA)

• Why it happens

• What you can do to support children 

and young people in returning to 

school calmly and successfully

1.  What is  meant by the term 
“emotional based school avoidance”?

mailto:PippaBusch@gmail.com
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What is Emotional Based School Avoidance?

• A term used to describe children and young people who have 

severe difficulty in attending school due to emotional factors , 

often resulting in prolonged absences from school. 

• Also sometimes referred to as ‘school refusal’ or ‘school phobia’. 

2. Why does it  happen?

Functions of EBSA

Kearney & Silverman, 1990

To avoid 
uncomfortable 

feelings brought on 
by attending school

To avoid situations at 
school that might be 

stressful

To reduce separation 
anxiety or to gain 

attention from 
significant others

To pursue tangible 
reinforcers outside of 

school
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Why does it happen?

(Thambirajah et al., 2008, p.33)

‘School refusal 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.

Risk factors

School Factors Family Factors Child Factors 

Bullying Separation or divorce Temperamental style

Academic difficulties Bereavement and loss Fear of failure/poor self-
confidence

Academic pressure Parental health issues Trauma

Transitions Conflict within the home Physical illness

Exams Being the youngest child Age

Peer or staff relationships High levels of stress within 
the home Learning difficulties

Transport or journey to 
school Young carer Separation anxiety
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What we see - warning signs

• Increased anxiety

• Decline in punctuality

• Negative talk about school

• Reduced engagement

• Atypical behaviour

• Displays of anger/anxiety/stress

Anxious feelings 
about school

Negative thoughts 
about school and 

one’s ability to cope

Avoid the situation 
that is invoking the 

anxiety

Immediate anxiety 
reduces

Increased school 
avoidance

Falling 
behind in 

school work

Loss of 
friends and 
increased 
isolation

Increased 
anxiety 
around 
school

Pleasurable 
activities at 

home

Decrease in 
motivation

What we DON’T see - Cycle of School Avoidance

Credit: West Sussex Educational Psychology Service

Reflect

What messages 

might they be picking 

up from me?
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Plan
Based on information 
gathered, plan for realistic 
steps towards integration

Do
Ensure resources and 
support are in place for the 
child and family

Review
Monitor the progress made 

and adjust the plan for 
next steps

Assess
Gain a full understanding 
of the various aspects at 

play (child, school, family)

Push and Pull Factors

Community

School

Friends/Peers

Family/Home

Child 
factors

PULLPUSH

3. What you can do
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Dos and Don’ts

• DO try to start integrating the child back into school as soon as possible.

• DO take it step by step

• DO listen to the child

• DO work together

• DO celebrate every achievement

• DO treat every day as a new day

• DO increase ‘protective factors’

• DON’T push them to try too much too soon

• DON’T give up

FIRST

• Make the stress smaller while you make the coping 
skills bigger

• Keep it successful (balanced)

• Gradually build expectation and strategies 

• Appreciate the trend of the data

Tackling the anxiety

• Listen, empathise and validate

• Try to identify their underlying thoughts

• Teach calming strategies

• Scaling

• Anxiety ladder

• Sunday evening/Monday morning plan

• Emotion coaching

Thought

EmotionBehaviour
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Change your language

AVOID … TRY INSTEAD …

‘Don’t worry’ ‘Let’s talk about it and make a plan’

‘It’s not a big deal’ ‘I can see that this is hard for you, let’s try …’

‘Stop thinking about it’ ‘I’m wondering if you’re feeling worried 
about …?’

‘I’ll do it for you’ ‘What do you think we could do that would 
help?’

‘There’s nothing to be afraid of’ ‘Would you like to try … that will help you 
when you have those anxious feelings’

Break it down – then smash it up

Spoke to the 
teacher on 
phone

Had a video 
chat

Met via 
google 
classrooms

Drove by 
school

Put on 
uniform

Collected 
work from 
reception

Collected 
work from 
class

Handed 
work in at 
end of class

Did it across 
4 subjects
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Break it down – then smash it up

Spoke to the 
teacher on 
phone

Had a video 
chat

Met via 
google 
classrooms

Drove by 
school

Put on 
uniform

Collected 
work from 
reception

Collected 
work from 
class

Handed 
work in at 
end of class

Did it across 
4 subjects

1. Tackle anxiety

2. Change your language

3. Break it down and smash it up

10 tips to support children 
when they are in

1. Tackle anxiety

2. Change your language

3. Break it down and smash it up

4. Directly teach self-soothing and co-regulation

10 tips to support children 
when they are in
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Self soothing

Deep breathing
Mindfulness

Breathing exercises
Noticing exercises

Cognitive 
restructuring

Thought stopping
Activity schedule

Grounding exercises
Progressive Muscle 

Relaxation
Visualisation
Systematic 

Desensitisation

Problem solving
Happiness boosters

Gratitude

10 tips to support children 
when they are in

1. Tackle anxiety

2. Change your language

3. Break it down and smash it up

4. Directly teach self-soothing and co-regulation.  

5. Plan restorative breaktimes with structure and routine

6. Work respectfully with the family – no blame approach

7. Exit plan or secret signal (communicating if overwhelmed)

8. Sunday family plan, Monday school plan

9. Celebrate every success

Rae, T., 2020, Understanding & Supporting Children & Young People with Emotionally Based School Avoidance (EBSA)
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10 tips to support children 
when they are in

1. Tackle anxiety

2. Change your language

3. Break it down and smash it up

4. Directly teach self-soothing and co-regulation.  

5. Plan restorative breaktimes with structure and routine

6. Work respectfully with the family – no blame approach

7. Exit plan or secret signal (communicating if overwhelmed)

8. Sunday family plan, Monday school plan

9. Celebrate every success

10. Relationships

The aim… keep balancing

Gradually increase 
coping skills 

(by teaching them)

Gradually increase 
demand

(a tiny bit each day)
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To summarise

Moving forwards:

Acknowledge 
Needs

Consult with 
Parents

Adapt 
Environment

Support 
relationships

HOW?
Teaching regulation 
through co-regulation

Schore & Schore

Aim to:
gradually increase coping skills (by teaching them) 

AND increase demand (a tiny bit every day)

Separation Anxiety
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Children with ASD…

• Need consistency and structure

• Support at unstructured times

• Pre-warnings of changes

• Be aware of sensory sensitivities

• Increase feelings of control

• Support social interactions

• Minimise transitions throughout the day

Ask me anything:

@PippaBusch

PippaBusch@gmail.com

07876223444

Resources

• Emotionally Based School Avoidance Toolkit:

https://westsussex.local-offer.org/information_pages/460-emotionally-based-school-avoidance

• Understanding & Supporting Children & Young People with Emotionally Based 

School Avoidance (EBSA) (by Tina Rae)

• School Wellbeing Risk and Resilience Card Set (by Dr Jerricah Holder)

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

mailto:PippaBusch@gmail.com
https://westsussex.local-offer.org/information_pages/460-emotionally-based-school-avoidance
https://www.schoolwellbeingcards.co.uk/
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