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This resource is for information and reflection. It does not replace
personalised therapeutic support. 



What is EBSA?

Emotional ly Based School Avoidance (EBSA)
describes diff iculty attending school due to
emotional  distress.  

I t  is  not laziness,  defiance,  or poor parenting.

Chi ldren experiencing EBSA may: 

Express intense anxiety about school 
Experience physical  symptoms in the morning 
Become tearful ,  distressed, or shut down 
Attend intermittently
Appear exhausted after school 

Avoidance is  usual ly a protective response to
overwhelm.  

School avoidance is
often a signal  that a
chi ld ’s  stress system
feels overloaded. 



Understanding Contributing
Factors

EBSA rarely has a single cause. It may be
linked to: 

Anxiety 

Sensory overwhelm 

Social  stress

Academic pressure

Masking fat igue 

Previous negative experiences

Transit ions or change

Often several  factors interact at  once.  

When emotional  capacity is  exceeded
repeatedly,  avoidance can become the body’s
safest option.  

Repeated school avoidance can affect
how a child sees themselves.

They may begin to bel ieve 

“ I  can’t  cope.”  
“ I ’m different in a bad way.”  
“Something is  wrong with me.”  

Protecting a chi ld ’s  sense of competence is
just as important as supporting attendance 



The Role of Anticipatory
Anxiety

Anticipatory Anxiety

For many chi ldren experiencing EBSA may, distress
begins before the school day starts.  

The body may respond to the anticipation of
school as though danger is  already present.  

This can lead to:  
Early morning physical  symptoms 

Heightened emotional  reactions before leaving
home 

Escalat ing distress the night before
 

Diff iculty s leeping

Anticipatory anxiety can feel  just as intense as the
situation itself .  

When avoidance reduces immediate distress,  the
brain may learn that staying home feels safer -
reinforcing the pattern.  

Avoidance often reduces
distress in the moment,
but strengthens anxiety
over t ime.



Pushing full  attendance too quickly
can increase distress and entrench
avoidance.  EBSA is not a behaviour
problem. It  is  a capacity problem.

Support is  most effect ive when it  is  col laborative
and gradual.  

Helpful approaches may include: 

What Can Help?

Reducing immediate pressure

Working alongside school staff

Identifying specific stress triggers 

Supporting regulation before attendance

Gradual re-engagement rather than sudden full
return

Clear communication between adults



If  school avoidance is:  

Increasing in frequency 
Accompanied by intense distress
Impacting family wel lbeing 
Leading to extended absence

Addit ional  support may help prevent longer-term
patterns.  

Early intervention can: 

Reduce anxiety 
Strengthen col laboration with school 
Bui ld gradual confidence
Restore predictabi l i ty

If  you are unsure whether therapeutic support is
neededl,  you are welcome to get in touch for a FREE

15 minute consultat ion.  Init ial  consultat ions are
exploratory and there is  no obl igation to proceed.

When to Seek Support
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