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Terminology disclaimer: It is important to acknowledge that within education and the
Educational Psychology community, there are multiple terms used to describe a child or
young person who is finding it challenging to attend school for emotionally based reasons.
For example, ‘school refuser’ or ‘Emotionally Based School Avoidance’ (EBSA). Research has
explored CYP, teacher and parent perspectives on their preferred terminology and many did
not resonate with terms such as ‘refuser’ and ‘avoidance’, as it may suggest choice or
ownership over attending (Callwood & Goodman, 2018). As a result of research findings and
familiarity, we have chosen to use the term ‘Emotionally Based School Non-Attendance’
(EBSNA). While this term aligns with current thinking, it is important to note that language
and terminology in this area is continually evolving. Some are using the term ‘Emotional
Barriers to School Attendance’ (EBSA) while others are using ‘Emotional Burden at School’.
Both terms centre the school environment and wider systems around the child and young
person (CYP) as the cause of the anxiety thus avoiding a within-person narrative. 

MISSION STATEMENT
In recent years, as Educational Psychologists (EPs), we’ve seen a marked increase in EBSNA
across Harrow schools. EPs are often called in when EBSNA has become complex or
entrenched. This guidance was created to change that pattern – by empowering schools to
recognise early warning signs, understand the underlying factors, and take timely, effective
action. Developed in collaboration with Autism Specialist Teachers (AST), the Attendance
team, school attendance leads, SENCos, parents, carers and young people, this document
aims to equip staff with practical strategies for both early intervention and ongoing support,
so that every CYP has the opportunity to attend, engage, and thrive at school.

WHO IS THIS DOCUMENT FOR?
This guidance is for school leaders, SENCos, teachers, and support staff who want to better
understand EBSNA, recognise risk and protective factors, and take early, effective steps to
support CYPs struggling to attend. Parents and carers may also find the information and
strategies helpful.

INTRODUCTION



Emotionally Based School Non-Attendance (EBSNA) is a term used to describe when CYP
experience difficulties in attending school due to emotional factors, i.e., anxiety. This results in
a range of behaviours from apprehension about attending school, to absence from school
for extended periods of time. It has been reported that CYP dislike terms such as ‘school
refusal’ and ‘school avoidance’ as these terms distort their lived experiences of EBSNA as
discussed within the introduction. In addition, it could be argued that these terms place
blame on CYP and take a ‘within-child’ lens, with lack of consideration of the external factors
impacting on a CYP’s EBSNA. This is problematic as this impacts on the way in which EBSNA is
conceptualised and managed by wider systems around the CYP (Gallarotti, 2024).

Kearney (2008) outlined a continuum for ‘school refusal behaviours’ (see Figure 1.), which
emphasises that EBSNA operates on a continuum basis, whereby a range of behaviours from
pleading with parents to avoid attending school, to being absent for extended periods of
time all qualify as EBSNA, thus showing how varied an EBSNA presentation can be (Gallarotti,
2024). 

Figure 1. Continuum for ‘school refusal behaviours’ (Kearney, 2008)
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DEFINITION

1.WHAT IS EBSNA?
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PREVALENCE
EBSNA is not an official category within the Department for Education (DfE) attendance data,
however, information regarding ‘persistent absentees’ is provided (Hammond-Price, 2025).
The DfE (2026) defines ‘persistent absentees’ as CYP who have missed 10% or more of
available sessions within the school year. It also defines ‘severe absence’ as missing 50% or
more of available sessions (House of Commons Education Committee, 2023). The most
recently available DfE data on pupil absence in schools in England for the 2024/25 academic
year indicates that 18.14% of pupils were persistent absentees and 2.39% were severe
absentees (DfE, 2026). It should be noted that this data includes absences for illness, but
highlights the overall increase in absences since the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Local data for Harrow for the same period (2024/5) specifies that 15.97% of pupils were
persistently absent and 1.32% were severely absent. These rates broadly align with the
national picture and reinforce the need for continued support and targeted intervention
within our borough.

Furthermore, national and Harrow data shows that persistent absence is disproportionately
high among pupils eligible for free school meals, those with an Education, Health and Care
Plan, and within secondary and specialist settings. 

I MPACT
There are both short-term and long-term effects for CYP experiencing EBSNA and their
families. 

Please note this is not an exhaustive list:
The short-term effects:

Fewer opportunities for social interaction with peers, leading to social isolation
Negative impact on mental health/wellbeing
Negative impact on self-esteem
Falling behind academically, leading to increased anxiety upon returning to school
Missing ‘enrichment’ days and school trips
Anxiety about the impact of EBSNA on their families, i.e. fines, and future, poor grades
Stress on the wider family system e.g., parents/carers/siblings 
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ANXIETY
Anxiety is our body’s response to a threat or a perceived threat. When we think we are in
danger we go into the fight, flight, freeze and fawn response, which is an evolutionary
response to help us avoid danger. This results in a range of changes within the body such as
your heart beating faster, breathing rate increasing and nausea/butterflies in your stomach.
This is a very useful function in order to keep us safe, however, it can become problematic
when we begin to experience this response to non-life-threatening, day-to-day activities, on
a regular basis, causing disruption to our lives. There are a range of factors which can
contribute to the development of problematic anxiety including biological factors, adverse
life events, learning from others and wider environmental factors. 

There are several things which can keep anxiety going and these often work in conjunction
with each other, including our thought processes/patterns, environmental factors, others’
responses to our anxiety and our own behaviours. One of the main behaviours which plays a
role in the maintenance of anxiety, is avoidance. Naturally, we want to avoid threats or
situations which feel like a threat, to avoid having an unpleasant response/experience. In the
case of EBSNA, the threat or feared stimulus is school or an aspect of school, e.g. schoolwork,
peer relationships and/or sensory overwhelm from the environment. The individual then
avoids the feared stimulus which provides temporary/short-term relief. However, over time
the individual’s anxiety intensifies as they have not been able to face their feared stimulus,
and learn ways to cope in these situations, and thus the avoidance perpetuates the anxiety
in a cyclical manner. This is sometimes referred to as the Vicious Cycle of Anxiety (Dr Aaron T
Beck)[1] (see Figure 2.). 

The long-term effects: 
Negative impact on friendships and overall sense of belonging 
Poor academic outcomes, e.g. lower attainment at end of key stages, GCSEs and beyond
Missing out on other key aspects of education, e.g. Personal, Social, Health Education
(PSHE)
Fewer options available for Post-16 and Post-18 provision
Negative impact on employment opportunities and future prospects
Mental health and self-esteem difficulties which may continue into adulthood

[1] Please see ‘Vicious Cycle of Anxiety’ available from  https://www.mindwell-leeds.org.uk
for more information

https://www.mindwell-leeds.org.uk/myself/exploring-your-mental-health/anxiety/the-vicious-cycle-of-anxiety/
https://www.mindwell-leeds.org.uk/
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WHAT IS EBSNA - KEY TAKEAWAYS

EBSNA describes a difficulty in attending school due to emotional
factors, i.e. anxiety. These needs operate on a continuum, from
reluctance or distress about attending to prolonged absence.
Therefore, early intervention is critical to prevent EBSNA becoming
entrenched. 
Anxiety underpins many EBSNA presentations, with
fight/flight/freeze/fawn responses triggered by perceived threats, i.e.
school or an aspect of school. Avoidance provides temporary relief but
maintains the anxiety long‑term.
EBSNA is more prevalent amongst vulnerable groups, including CYPs
with EHCPs and those eligible for free school meals. 
EBSNA can significantly impact on CYPs’ wellbeing and future
outcomes.

Figure 2. Vicious cycle of anxiety 



RISK FACTORS 
Factors leading to EBSNA may be different for each CYP. It is usually a unique combination of 
various factors and their interactions rather than a single cause. Similarly to general mental 
health, certain factors have been identified as placing CYP at a greater risk of EBSNA. It is 
usually a combination of predisposing, precipitating and perpetuating factors interacting 
which leads to the pattern of behaviour described as EBSNA. These factors may be present in 
the school, the CYP’s family/home life or the CYP themselves: 

School factors Family factors CYP factors 

Bullying (identified from 
research as the most common 
school factor). 
Difficulties in specific 
subject(s). 
Transitions (early years to 
Reception, primary to 
secondary, secondary to post-
16, key stage or change of 
school). 
Structure of the school day. 
Academic demands/high 
levels of pressure and 
performance-orientated 
classrooms. 
Transport or journey to school. 
Exams. 
Peer or staff relationship 
difficulties. 
The sensory environment. 
Difficulties making and 
maintaining friendships. 

Developmental trauma (e.g., 
loss and bereavement) 
Separation, divorce or change 
in the family dynamic. 
Parent/carer physical or 
mental health needs. 
Being a young carer. 
A family history of EBSNA 
(parents/carers/siblings). 
High levels of family stress. 
Low socio-economic 
background. 

Low self-confidence/self-
esteem. 
Age (relating to key points of 
transition for example, 11-12 
years). 
Learning needs or 
neurodevelopmental 
differences, most notably 
Autism and/or Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
(if needs are not met). 
Separation anxiety from 
parents (which could be 
related to home risk factors). 
Traumatic experiences. 
Mental health/emotion 
regulation difficulties (e.g., 
anxiety and depression). 
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It is important to remember that a CYP experiencing EBSNA is not just an ‘anxious child’, but
rather that they may not attend because of how these ‘within’ child, school and home
factors may interact. Figure 3 outlines a checklist and questions for schools (taken from
Suffolk ‘Understanding EBSA’) to support with the identification of risk factors for a CYP that
may be experiencing EBSNA or be at risk of EBSNA. 

Figure 3. Risk factor checklist 
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School
Challenges around identifying & meeting the needs of the CYP
Any bullying or social isolation?
Any tricky relationships/ interactions with school staff?
Any difficulties with particular school procedures/ routines/ facilities
(e.g. toilet or changing for PE)?
Any difficulties relating to a particular lesson or time of the day?
Any friends displaying anxiety?

Home/family
Any concerns around the safety or wellbeing of family members?
Any other reasons why the CYP might be worried about those at home?
Any negative experiences of education or school within the wider
family?
Any challenges in relationships between parent/carer and school?
Any challenges with morning routine e.g., getting siblings to school,
journey to school etc.
Any health concerns in the family (mental or physical)?

CYP
Any SEN? Challenges with learning?
Any sensory needs?
Are there are executive functioning challenges?
Any challenges with independent learning?
Any social challenges?
Any emotional difficulties or mental health concerns?
Any behaviour, thinking or feeling patterns that are challenging in some way?
Resiliency?
Physical health concerns?
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PROTECTIVE FACTORS
A protective factor is a situation or quality that can help protect CYP against some of the risk
factors outlined above, thereby preventing EBSNA or reducing its impact. Protective factors
can also be considered at whole-school, family and individual levels. Developing protective
factors isn’t something a CYP should be expected to do alone, and schools play a very
important role, including:

Culture - building a school culture that validates all emotions and helps CYP feel safe to express
them. Developing feelings of safety, security and a sense of belonging and connectedness where
CYP feel cared for and understood.
Environment - providing quiet or safe spaces for CYP to access if they are experiencing intense
emotions.
Systems - providing opportunities for CYPs to contribute to decision-making in the school, helping
them feel that their voices are valued and heard.
Curriculum - a robust PSHE curriculum which supports CYP to learn about expression and
regulation of emotions.
Staff - adults to build trusting relationships with CYP where promises are kept.

Parent/carer Support - parent/carer support through provision of workshops and/or support
networks.
Partnership - willingness to work in partnership between school, family/carers and external
professionals with regular communication.

Individual adaptations - checking in regularly with CYP to see whether any agreed
adaptations or strategies are working and useful and adjusting if not.
Emotional support- evidence-based SEMH provision in school to:

Increase confidence, self-esteem and self-efficacy 
Develop ambition, aspiration and motivation
Supporting CYP in developing effective emotional regulation strategies
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Before planning to support a CYP experiencing EBSNA, it is essential to understand the
possible function/s of the behaviour. The function refers to the purpose behind the
behaviour. Kearney and Silverman (1995) identified four categories of functions:

Avoidance of the school setting - To avoid situations that elicit negative feelings or high
levels of stress (e.g. the noise in the playground; lots of people moving all together in the
corridors between classes, tests/ exams).
Escape from adverse social situations - To escape difficult social situations (e.g. feeling
left out at playtime, reading out loud in class or other public speaking/group task, working
as part of a group).
Connection seeking or separation anxiety behaviour - To get attention from or spend
more time with significant others at home (e.g. change in family dynamic, concerned
about the wellbeing of parent).
Rewarding experience outside of school - To spend more time out of school as it is more
fun or stimulating (e.g. watch TV, go shopping, play computer games, hang out with
friends).

Another way to understand functions of EBSNA is through the notion of ‘push’ and ‘pull’
factors. Push factors refer to those that may ‘push’ a CYP towards attending school, e.g.,
having positive relationships with staff. Pull factors refer to those that may ‘pull’ the CYP
towards home, e.g., a parent/carer that has physical or mental health difficulties. 

EBSNA occurs when stress exceeds support, when risks are greater than resilience and when
‘pull’ factors that are risk factors overcome the ‘push’ factors that encourage attendance. 

I want to go to school
because being in school

makes me feel...
I feel a ‘push’ into school

I don’t want to go to school
because school makes me

feel...
I feel a ‘pull’ towards home

FUNCTIONS OF EBSNA



EBSNA usually arises from a combination of interacting school, family, and CYP
factors, rather than a single cause. 
Risk factors may relate to the school environment (e.g., bullying, transitions,
academic pressure), family circumstances (e.g., stress, trauma, parental
mental health), or CYP needs (e.g., neurodevelopmental differences, low
self‑esteem, emotional regulation difficulties). 
Protective factors such as supportive relationships, predictable environments,
safe spaces, strong home-school communication, and emotional literacy can
reduce the likelihood or impact of EBSNA. 
EBSNA develops when pull factors toward home become stronger than push
factors supporting attendance.
It is important to understand the function behind the behaviour (e.g., avoiding
stress, escaping social difficulty, seeking connection and emotional safety, or
preferring the home environment) before planning support. 
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EARLY SIGNS OF EBSNA - KEY
TAKEAWAYS



National survey data suggests that fewer than half of the autistic CYPs in the UK say that they
are happy at school (APPGA, 2017). Additionally, studies have found that more than 80% of
autistic young people experience mental health difficulties, which often develop as they
enter adolescence and progress through secondary school (Levy & Perry, 2011; Crane et al.,
2019). Research has evaluated the impact of this and found that EBSNA is significantly higher
in autistic CYPs than their neurotypical peers (Munkhaugen et al., 2017). 

To better understand EBSNA in autistic CYPs, studies have explored autistic CYP’s views on
what they find particularly challenging about mainstream secondary school. These include
factors related to the peer group, sensory environment, academic work and support they
receive from teachers (Exley & Morgan, 2025). When unsupported, these challenges can lead
to autistic CYP experiencing heightened anxiety and ultimately EBSNA. Themes from the
systematic literature review exploring this topic are shown in Figure 4. Furthermore, autistic
CYP often attempt to ‘mask’ their differences to ‘fit in’ and over time, this can result in ‘autistic
fatigue/burnout’ (the mental and physical exhaustion following periods of prolonged
masking or ‘sensory overload’, Neuroinclusive Education Network).

Figure 4. Autistic CYP’s views on the challenges of mainstream secondary school, taken from
Exley and Morgan (2025)
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3.EBSNA AND
AUTISTIC CYP
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EBSNA AND AUTISTIC CYP - KEY
TAKEAWAYS

Autistic CYPs experience significantly poorer mental health than
their neurotypical peers and this often results in EBSNA. 
Autistic CYPs have identified the peer group, sensory
environment, academic work and the support they receive from
teachers as key challenges about school.
Autistic CYPs often attempt to ‘mask’ their differences and this
can result in ‘autistic fatigue/burnout’. 
For further support, please see Centre for ADHD and Autism
https://adhdandautism.org/

https://www.canva.com/link?target=https%3A%2F%2Fadhdandautism.org&design=DAG-5y8h6yc&accessRole=owner&linkSource=comment


Schools have a vital role to play in the early identification and prevention of EBSNA. A
proactive, whole-school approach should be embedded through systemic policies and
practices that prioritise the wellbeing and mental health of all pupils. This includes creating a
nurturing school environment, promoting inclusive and supportive relationships, and
ensuring that school leadership actively champions and models a commitment to
emotional wellbeing. 
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WHOLE-SCHOOL APPROACHES

Whole school
approaches

Awareness of risk
and resilience
factors

Being vigilant to
early indicators 

Assess-plan-do-
review

A proactive, inclusive school culture is essential for supporting CYP experiencing EBSNA.
General good practice for promoting emotional wellbeing and positive mental health also
applies to EBSNA. The following elements help embed EBSNA awareness and response across
the school community:

Whole-school systems that prioritise staff wellbeing, parent/carer partnerships, CYP
voice, CPD (continuous professional development) , a strong SEMH curriculum, and timely
support are key to reducing EBSNA.
Regular audits of school systems help identify strengths and gaps in EBSNA provision at a
whole-school level.
Attachment-aware behaviour policies are more effective than traditional
reward/sanction models for supporting CYP with EBSNA, promoting safety, trust, and
emotional regulation.

 

4.EFFECTIVE SCHOOL
APPROACHES TO

SUPPORTING EBSNA
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KEY SCHOOL SUPPORT SYSTEMS 

As part of a comprehensive audit of staff-wide support for CYPs experiencing EBSNA, it is
important to review existing school policies. Establishing a dedicated EBSNA policy is
considered best practice. This policy should clearly define school staff’s roles and
responsibilities, reflect the school’s ethos, outline the Assess, Plan, Do, Review (APDR) process,
detail reasonable adjustments available for CYPs affected by EBSNA, and identify relevant
professional services that can offer support. It will be important to consider existing DfE
attendance guidance, such as ‘Working Together to Improve School Attendance’, when
developing the EBSNA policy. For more information, please see ‘Working Together to Improve
School Attendance’ available from  https://www.gov.uk.

Committed and
inclusive senior

leadership team. 

All staff working
within school are

valued.

CPD opportunities for
all staff int he area of

SEMH (including
EBSNA).

Importance of pupil
voice recognised.

Effective partnership
working with

parents/carers and
external agencies.

Clear policies on
attendance, behaviour,
bullying and transition. 

Curriculum includes
teaching of resilience,
emotional expression

and regulation.

Presence of a
Restorative Ethos as

part of relational
practice in school.

Curriculum
appropriately

differentiated for
individual needs. 

Clear roles and
responsibilities for

SENCo and emotional
wellbeing leads.

A member of SLT
responsible for over-
seeing arrangements

for EBSNA.

A core group of staff who
have knowledge and

experience supporting
children experiencing EBSNA

Clear systems in place
for early identification

of EBSNA.

Provision of
interventions within a
graduated response -
assess, plan, do, review

review.

Timely referral for
initiating assessment
when signs of EBSNA

first become detected.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-school-attendance
https://www.gov.uk/


SCHOOL POLICIES 
When reviewing whole-school systems, it is also important to consider existing policies 
including behaviour and attendance policies. Research indicates that behaviourist 
approaches, such as rewarding positive behaviours and applying sanctions for breaches of 
the school’s behaviour policy, can be effective for some CYPs, but not all. This is particularly 
true for those experiencing EBSNA or who have been affected by Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs - stressful events occurring before the age of 18). 

For CYP who experience high levels of anxiety in the school environment or have experienced 
developmental trauma and loss, behaviourist strategies may inadvertently re-traumatise 
them and fail to support the development of healthy emotional expression. 

Evidence suggests that adopting an attachment-aware, relational behaviour policy can 
be more effective in supporting emotional regulation and behaviour management in 
schools. School staff and professionals may refer to the Brighton and Hove (2018) guidance 
on ‘Developing an Attachment Aware Behaviour Regulation Policy’[2] for ideas on adapting 
current behaviour policies. Upon request, Harrow Educational Psychology Service may also 
assist senior leaders in reviewing and adapting behaviour policies. 

It is also important to note that emotional regulation strategies should not be confined to 
targeted interventions. It is helpful to embed these throughout the school day and across the 
school environment. Examples of some universal approaches used in Harrow schools include 
Zones of Regulation and Emotion Coaching, both of which support CYPs in understanding 
and managing their emotions more effectively. 

[2] Please see 'Developing an Attachment Aware Behaviour Regulation Policy: Guidance for Brighton 
& Hove Schools September 2018' Available from https://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk 

https://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk/


CYP experiencing EBSNA may have faced bullying or relationship breakdowns. Restorative
approaches help rebuild trust and promote:

Respectful relationships
Positive behaviour and conflict resolution
Responses to bullying and absence
Community cohesion

These approaches complement social and emotional aspects of learning and support the
development of resilient, self-regulating learners. A restorative school uses these practices
consistently across the whole community, including CYPs, staff, leadership, and families. This
whole-school approach ensures everyone understands and applies restorative principles.
For resources and guidance, visit https://restorativejustice.org.uk/.
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RESTORATIVE APPROACHES 

Schools can implement many activities and approaches to support CYPs, using the WARMTH
framework: (https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/warmth-framework/)

TRAUMA-INFORMED PRACTICES
Many CYPs affected by EBSNA have experienced trauma. This may stem from a range of
different factors including separation anxiety, the emotional burden of school or individual
circumstances. In schools, trauma-informed practice is a strengths-based approach that
recognises and responds to the impact of trauma on CYPs. It promotes understanding,
empathy, and effective support strategies (Quadara & Hunter, 2016; Craig, 2016). 

EBSNA is not a clinical diagnosis but reflects how safe, supported, and connected young
people feel in school. Whole-school interventions can help reduce the risk of EBSNA by
fostering emotional wellbeing.

WHOLE-SCHOOL PREVENTATIVE
APPROACHES

W            A            R            M            T            H
Wellbeing Affirming 

Practice
Relational
Approach

Mutual
Support

Timely 
Response

Holistic
Support

https://restorativejustice.org.uk/
https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/warmth-framework/


Developed by Dan Hughes, PACE stands for Playfulness, Acceptance, Curiosity, and Empathy
and is a type of a trauma-informed approach. It encourages staff to use these qualities to
support CYP's emotional development and resilience. PACE is particularly effective in de-
escalating conflict and helping CYP feel understood.

Playfulness: Maintain a calm, open, and engaging attitude. A playful tone (e.g.,
storytelling voice) can create a light atmosphere and reduce defensive reactions.
Acceptance: Show unconditional acceptance of a CYP’s thoughts and feelings without
judgment. This does not mean agreeing with their perspective but validating their
emotional experience.
Curiosity: Seek to understand the reasons behind behaviour in a non-judgmental way.
Use calm questioning to explore underlying emotions while maintaining clear boundaries.
Empathy: This involves being present with their feelings rather than offering reassurance,
helping build connection and emotional safety.

More information on further training is available from 'PACE' on the DDP Network[3] and PACE
training [4]
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THE PACE MODEL

These strategies support all learners, particularly those impacted by trauma, and contribute
to a nurturing and inclusive school environment (SAMHSA, 2014; AIFS, 2016; Van der Kolk, 2005;
Craig, 2016; Kezelman, 2014; AIHW, 2013). Our local trauma-informed initiatives include, ARC
and THRIVE. 

[3] Please see ‘What is meant by PACE?’. Available from https://ddpnetwork.org/
[4] Please see ‘The PACE model’. Available from  https://pacetraining.co.uk/
[5]Please see ‘Working Together to Improve School Attendance’. Available from https://www.gov.uk
[6] https://www.harrow.gov.uk/downloads/file/23603/school-attendance-and-intervention-model-policy

IN-SCHOOL SUPPORT FOR CYP
In addition to the information provided within this document, schools may wish to review:

DfE guidance around supporting attendance: Working together to improve school
attendance[5] 
Harrow Attendance Team’s guidance document: Attendance intervention model
guidance[6] and part-time timetable guidance

This approach should be embedded across the whole school and guided by consistent,
predictable strategies that foster connection and emotional safety. While there is no single
model for implementation, the following principles are widely recommended:

https://ddpnetwork.org/
https://pacetraining.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/
https://www.harrow.gov.uk/downloads/file/23603/school-attendance-and-intervention-model-policy
https://www.harrow.gov.uk/downloads/file/23603/school-attendance-and-intervention-model-policy
https://www.harrow.gov.uk/downloads/file/23603/school-attendance-and-intervention-model-policy


Early support is essential. Early intervention is more effective than waiting until EBSNA
becomes entrenched (Baker & Bishop, 2015). The Assess-Plan-Do-Review (APDR) process
outlined below is informed by research into early intervention and practices that support
wellbeing, attendance and/or return to school. Early intervention is appropriate when a CYP
experiences distress related to school, their attendance has recently declined and returning
to school would not significantly harm their emotional wellbeing. For more entrenched cases,
refer to Dr Jerricah Holder’s 2024 model: Moving from Recovery to Rediscovery (see Page 27).
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EARLY IDENTIFICATION AND
INTERVENTION

Figure 5. Three levels of school support 

A useful framework for organising support around school attendance is the Multi-Tiered
System of Support (MTSS; Kearney & Graczyk, 2020). MTSS is an evidence-informed model
that integrates academic, behavioural, and social-emotional interventions across three
levels of increasing intensity (see Figure 5.). 
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APDR (ASSESS, PLAN, DO, REVIEW)
FRAMEWORK
Assess
Thambirajah et al. (2008) note that we should use assessment to:

Confirm EBSNA as the cause of absence.
Measure severity of absence and anxiety.
Identify contributing factors across home, school, and personal domains.
Develop a practical working hypothesis to guide support.

Plan
Collaboratively identify risk (pull) and protective (push) factors with the CYP, family, and
professionals to inform a personalised support plan.

Do
Create and implement an EBSNA Support Plan, led by a key adult in school and co-produced
with the CYP and their family. Incorporating the CYP and family’s views is crucial. Supporting
CYPs with EBSNA is strengthened by ensuring all key teaching staff are aware of the CYP’s
individual needs and by establishing clear, agreed actions with scheduled review dates to
monitor progress and adapt support as needed. Please see some ideas below:



Relational/attachment strategies 
Access to a trusted adult at school (e.g., ELSA
or learning mentors).
Early home visits (if appropriate).
Promoting positive home-school
communication.
Maintaining contact during absences via
email, notes, or video calls.
Greeting the student daily and offering a
meaningful role or responsibility.
Ensuring a smooth handover from parent to
staff each morning.
Beginning and ending each day with 15
minutes of quality time with a trusted adult.
Using transitional objects (e.g., photo,
keyring) and allowing contact with home if
needed.
Using positive affirmations (e.g., “I’m really
glad you’re here”) to encourage attendance.

Managing feelings
Identifying and addressing any specific
triggers that cause anxiety or distress.
Making a plan in advance with the CYP about
what will happen if they become anxious.
A signal for when the CYP feels overwhelmed,
such as using a help card.
Providing emotional regulation support and
use of anxiety management strategies (e.g.,
via support from an ELSA, MHSTs, EMHP).
Supporting relaxation within lessons through
mindfulness activities such as colouring or
breathing exercises.
Consider offering safe spaces like the pastoral
zone or library, which may feel less
stigmatising for some CYPs than the learning
support area.
Environmental adaptations if needed (e.g.,
due to sensory needs).
Supporting the CYP and family to learn about
healthy lifestyle behaviours, such as diet,
exercise, sleep routine.
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Managing social situations 
Teaching social skills and social problem
solving e.g., via programmes such as
'Talkabout' or 'FRIENDS'. 
Offering a buddy / peer mentor.
Offering collaborative projects alongside
a small group of carefully chosen peers.
Offering access to clubs and
extracurricular activities.
Helping CYPs develop their self-esteem.
Teaching the CYP how to check for
thinking errors (e.g., via Cognitive
Behavioural Therapy exercises).

Routine and predictability 
Offering predictable routines that are outlined
on a visual schedule. 
Keeping daily routines consistent, such as CYPs
with EBSNA using the same entry route and
starting with a familiar morning activity.
A structured, predictable and consistent
environment; (this may vary and require
adjustments dependant on the CYP’s age and
developmental level). Ward and Galpin (2021)
explore how uncertainty can often be the root
cause of anxiety and the importance of the 3S
framework: structural, sensory and social
uncertainty[7]. When designing support, it is
important to look across all 3S’s to identify
which area requires additional support to
increase a CYP’s capacity to manage it. Please
see ‘The Anxiety Workbook for Supporting Teens
Who Learn Differently’ (Clare Ward and James
Galpin[8]). 

[7]Please see ‘Uncertainty: the root of anxiety in so many students with SpLDs’. Available from  https://blog.jkp.com/ 
[8]Please see ‘The Anxiety Workbook for Supporting Teens Who Learn Differently’. Available from
https://uk.jkp.com/

https://blog.jkp.com/
https://uk.jkp.com/
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Review
The EBSNA Support Plan should be regularly reviewed with input from the CYP, parents/carers,
key staff and other professionals. The review is an opportunity to monitor and celebrate
progress made, consider any new information or changes to the situation and plan next
steps. Review meeting prompts may include: 

What has gone well? 
What has gone less well? 
What are the young person’s views? Have all the actions from the last meeting been
addressed/actioned? If not, is this because they need breaking down further to make
them achievable? 
Has the CYP/family’s situation changed since the last meeting? 
Is there further information we need to gather? 
Are there any new push/pull factors to consider? 
Are there other approaches we need to try? 
Are there other professionals we need to involve?

Celebrate and emphasise successes, no matter how small. If things are going well and the
young person is attending as agreed, it is important to stick to the step-by-step approach
laid out in the action plan. Jumping ahead or pushing for more attendance too fast might
create unnecessary stress and risk a breakdown of trust.
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EFFECTIVE SCHOOL APPROACHES  -
KEY TAKEAWAYS

Inclusive culture prioritising wellbeing, home-school
partnerships, CYP voice, and attachment-aware behavioural
policies reduces the likelihood of EBSNA.
The three levels of in-school support that can be provided
include universal, targeted and intensive, individualised
interventions.
Early identification and support through the APDR process is
important



While early support using the steps above may help stabilise attendance for CYP at risk of
EBSNA, unfortunately, some cases become ‘entrenched’, leading to prolonged non-
attendance. In such instances, the support plan must include more detailed, flexible
arrangements—recognising that progress is gradual and unlikely to be immediate. This
typically involves intensive input from key staff, tailored provision and frequent monitoring /
tracking.

EBSNA Support Plans should reflect the CYP’s complex needs, build on existing progress, and
support a gradual, CYP-paced return to school without overwhelming them. Tailored support
may include:

Breaking down the CYP’s current personalised timetable in detail, starting from the very
beginning of their day (potentially including their journey to school) through to the end of
the day, along with identifying which staff members are involved at each stage.
Creating a short-term, personalised timetable that targets a full school day attendance
but reduces the number of regular lessons or activities, removing those that cause the
highest anxiety.
Using a gradual, step-by-step approach to help the CYP face anxiety-provoking school
situations, working together with them and their parents/carers to develop a simple
avoidance hierarchy or exposure ladder (see Appendix 1 and 2). 
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5.MORE COMPLEX OR
ENTRENCHED EBSNA



Most EBSNA research focuses on early intervention, but for CYP with entrenched non-
attendance, Dr Jerricah Holder’s five-stage model offers a psychologically informed
approach. 

Before using APDR, school staff should consult with professionals in the CYP’s network. Please
see below further details regarding the five-stage model:

1. Respite and Recovery
This stage focuses on replenishing the basic needs of CYP, primarily, rest. The CYP is likely to
have been using a lot of their energy worrying about or fighting their school attendance. This
stage gives the opportunity to recover from this, especially during school holidays. Focus on
meeting basic needs (as per Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs; see Figure 6.) and reducing
anxiety linked to school.

Figure 6. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (adapted for school needs)
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LONG-TERM/ENTRENCHED EBSNA:
RECOVERY TO REDISCOVERY
(HOLDER, 2024)



2. Reducing Pressure
Remove expectations around school attendance and avoid fixed timelines. Collaborate with
families to rebuild trust and reduce resistance. Strong, safe relationships can play a key role
in facilitating change for CYP experiencing EBSNA (Heyne & Brouwer-Bourghuis, 2022).
Neilson and Bond (2023) found that externally imposed timeframes often contributed to
non-attendance among autistic CYP. For these pupils, time away from school was seen as a
supportive factor that, over time, encouraged re-engagement and improved attendance.

3. Reconnecting Through Safe Relationships 
Research has shown that school re-engagement can be facilitated through having safe
relationships (Neilson & Bond, 2023; Sawyer, 2022). Identify and nurture trusted relationships
with school staff or peers. Use home visits, calls, or online check-ins to maintain connection.
Tools like sociograms or the Ideal School (adapted from Heather Moran, 2001, ‘Ideal Self’) and
Ideal Education can help explore peer dynamics. Please see ‘The ‘Ideal Education’ as a tool
for pupil voice in situational mutism and Emotionally Based School Non-Attendance’
available from https://edpsy.org.uk/

The CYP can also be asked questions such as ‘Who do you feel you can talk to at school
about your worries?’ and ‘Who do you believe cares about you at school?’

4. Rediscovering Curiosity 
Support can be provided by a trusted adult through regular check-ins or home visits.
Involving the CYP in creating their own plan increases the likelihood of success (Preece &
Howley, 2018). Focus on strengths and interests to spark intrinsic motivation. Use tools like the
RAG method or Ideal School activity (adapted from Moran, 2001) to identify positive school
experiences. Prioritise engagement over attendance.

It is important to consider where the CYP is within the Cycle of Change when planning their
return to education (see Figure 7). Motivational Interviewing (MI) can support movement
between stages of this cycle. Dr Jerricah Holder and The EdPsychEd Team provide free
resources outlining how MI can be applied at each stage. Please see
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/ for more information. 

As part of this, use tools like the Ladder of Strength and Courage (see Appendices) to plan a
gradual return. Start small, revise regularly, and co-create the plan with the CYP and their
family. Social scripts may help CYPs explain their absence to peers. Gradual exposure to
education helps CYPs build resilience and recognise that their anxiety can be managed
(Kearney & Silverman, 1990).
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https://edpsy.org.uk/
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/
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Figure 7. Cycle of Change model (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1983)

MORE COMPLEX OR ENTRENCHED
EBSNA - KEY TAKEAWAYS

More entrenched EBSNA cases will require a highly
individualised, tailored and gradual, CYP-paced return to
school. It will be important to consider the appropriateness of
provision available. 
Prioritise wellbeing, school connection, and engagement before
focusing on attendance.
Dr Jerricah Holder’s Recovery to Rediscovery model can be
used to support CYPs with entrenched EBSNA.
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6.FLOWCHART FOR
EBSNA SUPPORT



*SAIP is a monthly multi-agency panel lead by Harrow admissions team and attended by 
EPs, SENARS, CAMHS practitioners and social workers. Schools and professionals can refer any 
CYP experiencing persistent absenteeism or EBSNA to SAIP via the school’s Attendance 
Officer. The panel aims to identify barriers to attendance early, ensure that appropriate 
educational provision is arranged and multi-agency coordination. 

**Please see ‘Directory of Members’ and ‘Mental Health Hub’. Available from 
https://youngharrowfoundation.org 

***Section 19 of the Education Act 1996 outlines the local authority’s obligation to ensure CYP 
of compulsory school age who cannot attend school due to illness, exclusion or any other 
reasons still receive suitable education, either at school or elsewhere. 

FLOWCHART FOR EBSNA SUPPORT - 
KEY TAKEAWAYS 

This flowchart is designed to guide the support process for CYP 
experiencing EBSNA. While it presents a general framework, it is essential to 
recognise that every CYP’s situation is unique. Support should always be 
tailored to the individual needs and circumstances of each young person. 
If, despite implementing the above strategies outlined in the flowchart, 
significant mental health difficulties continue, a multi-agency assessment 
may be undertaken to assess the CYP’s needs and to review whether the 
current placement remains appropriate. This step should be considered 
after several APDR cycles have been attempted without success or when 
there continue to be significant concerns regarding attendance and/or 
mental health. 

https://youngharrowfoundation.org/


Areas to cover Example questions

Developmental and educational
history

What was the CYP like as a young child? 
Can you tell me about their early experiences at
nursery and school? 

Strengths, interests and aspirations 
 
 

What are they good at? 
What do they enjoy doing? 
Do they have hopes for the future? 
Do they know what they want their life to be like
when they are an adult? 

Any potential changes or losses
within the family or CYP’s life? 
 

Can you tell me about your family? Who is in it,
who is like whom, who is the CYP closest to? 
Have there been any changes within the family
recently or any significant events that happened
in their lives? 
You could ask them to draw a family
tree/genogram.
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GAINING PARENT/CARER VIEWS
Regular meetings with parents/carers are essential to ensure collaborative support. A key
adult in school should take time to gain the views of the parents/carers of the CYP
experiencing EBSNA. Some CYP present with anxiety about attending school at  home, where
they feel comfortable to express their emotions, but mask their anxiety in school.
Parents/carers will have valuable information regarding developmental and educational
history, how EBSNA presents in the home/community context, push and pull factors, triggers
for EBSNA and strategies which the CYP benefits from or has benefitted from previously. 

Example questions for gaining parent/carer views:

7.WORKING
TOGETHER WITH

FAMILIES AND CYP



Relationships 
 

Do they talk about any other children from
school? What do they say? 
Do they talk about any adults within school? What
do they say? 
Who do they get on with? Who do they not get on
with?

Academic progress 
 

If the CYP has SEN, what impact does this have on
them in school and what do you think about the
support they are getting? 
If there is no identified SEN, do you have any
concerns about their learning or has the CYP
spoken about difficulties with learning?

The CYP’s view- their specific
fears/worries

Have they spoken to you about what they find
difficult about school? What do they say? 

The CYP’s views- what is going well
in school

Have they mentioned anything that is going well
in school-for example, teachers, lessons, friends,
clubs?

Signs of anxiety When the CYP feels worried what does it look like?
What do they say? What do you think their anxiety
looks like in school?

Typical day- when they do and
don’t go to school 

Please describe a typical day from when the CYP
gets up to when they go to bed, both when they
do and when they don’t go to school.

Impact on the family 
 

How does their non-attendance impact on you? 
And on other members of the family? 
What helps you to cope with the situation? 

Parent/carer view on the reasons
for the EBSNA

Why do you think the CYP has difficulty attending
school? 

Exceptions to the problem Have there been times when they managed to
attend school? 
Why do you think that was? 

Previous attempts to address EBSNA What has been the most helpful thing that has
been done to manage the EBSNA so far? 
What has helped in the past when things have
been difficult? 
What strategies have been the most helpful so far
in managing their anxiety?
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The following strategies can be shared with parents:

As parents you know your child best and may be using these strategies already, however,
parental confidence may vary depending on individual circumstances.

Listening to your child 
One of the most important ways you can support your CYP is to calmly listen to them and
acknowledge that their fears are real to them. Remind them how important it is to attend
school and reassure them that you and the school will work with them to make school a
happier place for them. Be curious about their feelings and help them to describe their
emotions.

Any CYP currently avoiding school may become anxious when they are asked to talk about
their difficulties or returning to school. Acknowledge that it may be hard but you would like to
know what they think and feel. You could ask questions to help them start to sort through
their fears and feelings. For example: 

What three things are you most worried about? 
What three things were you recently worried about?
It is also important to focus on positives: What are the three best things about school?

Sometimes CYP may find it hard to tell you face to face, perhaps ask them to write it down,
email or text you. Some CYP find it easier to draw how they are feeling. You can also use West
Sussex ‘Children Emotionally Based School Avoidance (pdf)’ resource available from
https://schools.westsussex.gov.uk/ 

Collaboration with the school 
Tell the school there is a problem as soon as possible and work in partnership with them to
address the issue. A plan should be made with the school to help your child. Towards the
beginning of putting the plan into action, your child may show more unhappiness and you
should prepare yourself for this. 

It is important all adults both at home and school work together to agree a nurturing and
consistent approach. Any concerns about the plan should be shared with the school as soon
as possible to ensure collaboration and a shared understanding. 

PARENT/CARER STRATEGIES TO USE
AT HOME

https://schools.westsussex.gov.uk/


Try to keep an optimistic approach- if your child fails to attend school on one day, start
again the next day. Remember there is likely to be more difficulty after a school holiday,
period of illness or after the weekend.

You may feel tempted to change schools and each CYP’s situation should be individually
considered. However, research tells us that difficulties will often re-emerge in the new school
and whenever possible, it is recommended to try to resolve the issue in the current school
before considering alternative options. 

Increase the push factors to encourage school attendance
Encourage your child to keep in touch with school friends. Help them find a purpose they can
work towards with the help of education.

Routines and predictability 
Do as much preparation ahead of the school-day as possible, be consistent and remain
focused on the goal, keep up routines. Think about the morning routine in small steps.  Make
the school day as predictable as possible by creating a visual planner for the week and
checklists for school equipment. If they are unable to attend school, try to keep school work
as part of their routine and monitor non-educational screen-time (e.g., gaming, social
media usage).

Coping 
Help your child learn about anxiety and coping strategies, normalise anxiety and share that
we all have fears, and model how to manage these. Teach your child that some level of
anxiety is helpful as it can motivate us, and encourage your child to engage in activity,
exercise and relaxation. 

Coaching 
Don’t avoid everything that causes anxiety. Be realistic and optimistic, showing your child
you believe in them. Try not to reinforce your child’s fears and support your child in facing
them. Reduce the time your child has to anticipate events so the anxiety cannot build-up too
much over time. Encourage and positively affirm your child when they go to school e.g. “I’m
really happy for you”. Try to present a balanced view when talking about school and avoid
negative narratives about school e.g. “I was never good at maths either” 35



Attachment strategies
Support the development of a secure attachment at home, so your child feels able to
separate. This may involve creating special time to be spent together. Consider using
transitional objects such as teddies, hair ties, photos or keyrings that the child can take from
home into school.

Self care 
As a parent it can be really difficult to see your child unhappy. An important part of being
able to support them is ensuring you are taking good care of yourself. Make sure you have
someone to talk to. This could be a friend, family member or an organisation such as:

Harrow SENDIASS: Impartial information, advice and support on special educational
needs and disability for parents, carers, children and young people living in Harrow.
Please see Harrow SENDIASS on https://family-action.org.uk/ 
Young Minds: A charity championing the wellbeing and mental health of CYP. They
publish a range of information for parents and have a parent helpline (calls are free
Monday to Friday from 9:30am to 4pm, 0808 802 5544). Please see ‘I am a parent’
available from https://www.youngminds.org.uk/ 
Family Lives: www.familylives.org.uk 
Mencap: Please see ‘Support for parents and carers of children and young people’
available from https://www.mencap.org.uk/
Mind: www.mind.org.uk 0300 123 3393
NSPCC: Please see ‘Advice for Families’ on https://www.nspcc.org.uk/
Samaritans: www.samaritans.org  116 123
Sane: www.sane.org.uk 0300 304 7000
Centre for ADHD and Autism - Parent support groups https://adhdandautism.org/
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https://family-action.org.uk/
https://family-action.org.uk/
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/
http://www.familylives.org.uk/
https://www.mencap.org.uk/
http://www.mind.org.uk/
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/
http://www.samaritans.org/
http://www.sane.org.uk/
https://www.canva.com/link?target=https%3A%2F%2Fadhdandautism.org&design=DAG-5y8h6yc&accessRole=owner&linkSource=comment
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It is important to gain the CYP’s views about:
a) the level of anxiety they are experiencing
b) their views about the reasons for their anxiety (if they are able to express this)
c) what they think will and will not work well for them

Consider the CYP’s age, language level and emotional literacy when choosing tools to gain
their views and when considering who the CYP sees as a ‘trusted adult’. It is important to
think about the context and relationship dynamics the CYP is experiencing to support their
feelings of safety and connection within these discussions e.g., they may feel more
comfortable talking to an ELSA than their class teacher. 

If the CYP can express their views verbally and directly, the following points could be helpful
to facilitate this conversation: 

Acknowledge it might be hard to talk about, but you would like to know what they think
and feel. 
Empathise with them and validate emotions they are experiencing, without promoting
the EBSNA.

Scaling and visual supports 
Scaling and visuals can be helpful tools to explore a range of situations which trigger anxiety
for the CYP and can be helpful information to draw upon when moving to the planning stage.
Useful resources include:

Emotion thermometers, emotion wheels, Zones of Regulation
(https://zonesofregulation.com/), Blob Trees (https://www.blobtree.com/ )
Colour code their school timetable/activities/times of the day to communicate how they
feel throughout the day. The colours could be from from traffic lights, Zones of Regulation
or an emotions wheel. 
The Spence Child Anxiety Scale (SCAS) is a freely available resource to ascertain baseline
levels of anxiety. Please see: www.scaswebsite.com
The School Wellbeing Cards by Dr Jerricah Holder. This resource helps to identify risk and
resilience factors for the CYP. They can be used with CYP aged 7+:
www.schoolwellbeingcards.co.uk

GAINING CYP VIEWS

https://zonesofregulation.com/
https://www.blobtree.com/
http://www.scaswebsite.com/
http://www.schoolwellbeingcards.co.uk/
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PATH (Planning Alternative Tomorrows with Hope). This creative method uses an
illustrated map to set out a route to achieving positive future goals. An Educational
Psychologist can facilitate a PATH meeting. See: www.inclusive-solutions.com
Lancashire Educational Psychology Service’s EBSNA Guidance has questionnaires, one for
primary- and one for secondary-aged pupils, that explores their anxiety about different
areas of school, social interactions, lessons and classroom activities. It also prompts CYP
to think about strategies that will help them and has a card-sorting activity to identify
functions of school non-attendance. Please see ‘Emotionally based school avoidance
(EBSA) guidance and training’ available from  https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/.
Children’s Exploratory Drawings (CEDs) are a set of simple drawings of common school
scenes which can be used for exploring how a young person thinks about their life at
school, themselves as a member of the school community and the other members of
that community through questioning, conversation, and storytelling. There are a range of
pictures to choose from and the CEDs can be used across ages and developmental
stages: http://theceds.co.uk/ 

Created by David Thorpe (BPsychSc(Hons) |
University of Adelaide) with the assistance of AI

http://www.inclusive-solutions.com/
https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/
http://theceds.co.uk/


Energy Accounting 
Energy Accounting is a tool with the underlying premise that individuals have a set amount
of energy over the course of a day or week, which will vary across different people. Some
activities will provide ‘deposits’ into a CYP’s energy stores (e.g., time alone in a safe space)
whereas others will withdraw from the energy stores (e.g., social masking or tests). When
energy stores become too low, a CYP could feel anxious, overwhelmed, fatigued or
experience low mood. Please see Autism Level UP for additional tools
(www.autismlevelup.com/#tools)
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https://www.autismlevelup.com/#tools
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WORKING TOGETHER WITH FAMILIES
AND CYP - KEY TAKEAWAYS

A key adult in school should take time to gain the views of the parents/
carers of the CYP experiencing EBSNA. Example questions have been
provided. 
Strategies that can be used at home include listening to the CYP,
collaboration with the school, increasing push factors to encourage school
attendance, routines and predictability, learning coping strategies for
anxiety, coaching, and attachment strategies. Parent should also ensure
they take care of their own wellbeing. 
Gain the CYP's views about the level of anxiety they are experiencing, their
views about the reasons for their anxiety and the support they think will
work well (and not) for them. A range of tools to do this have been shared. 

Drawing 
Ask the CYP to identify the thoughts, feelings and bodily sensations that come to mind when
they think about school and ask them to draw these. Extend the activity by thinking about the
ideal classroom or ideal school. For guidelines on drawing the ideal school, please see ‘tools
and resources’ on the ‘Emotionally Based Barriers to School Attendance (EBBSA)’ page on
https://www.nelincs.gov.uk/.  Research has indicated technology can be effective to support
a CYP’s sense of safety and engagement when gaining their views. For example, a CYP might
prefer to construct their ideal/non ideal school using Minecraft. 

A life graph or path can help the CYP tell you their ‘story so far’, mapping out chronologically
the positives and negatives they have experienced throughout their time at school. This can
help to identify protective factors and also triggering events or risk factors. You can ask
questions about the events the CYP has identified.

https://www.nelincs.gov.uk/
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WHAT MIGHT CAUSE ANXIETY?

HOW CAN WE SUPPORT TRANSITION?
Preparation Visits: Arrange visits to the secondary school to explore the environment,
meet staff, and ask questions.
Buddy Systems: Pair CYP with older CYPs or peers to provide guidance and reassurance.
Transition Activities: Use structured activities in Year 6 to explore feelings, expectations,
and practical strategies.
Communication: Encourage open conversations at home and school about worries and
hopes.
Visual Supports: Provide maps, timetables, and photo guides to help with orientation and
routine.

8.SUPPORTING
TRANSITION TO

SECONDARY SCHOOL
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Skill Building: Teach organisational skills, time management, and problem-solving
strategies.
Pastoral Support: Ensure CYP know who their key adults are and how to access help if
needed.
Gradual Exposure: Use phased transition plans for CYP with additional needs, including
extra visits or tailored support.
Celebrate Strengths: Focus on what CYP are excited about and highlight their strengths
and achievements.
Post-transition pastoral check ins.
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SUPPORTING TRANSITION TO
SECONDARY SCHOOL - KEY

TAKEAWAYS

It is helpful for a clear transition plan to be in place as early as possible
once secondary placements are allocated. Effective liaison between
primary and secondary school is essential.
Consider and support the individual worries of the child. This may include
practical, organisational, academic and social concerns. 
Assign key staff to monitor and check in after transition.  
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Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) – ACEs are potentially traumatic events in
childhood, such as abuse, neglect, or household difficulties, that can have a lasting impact
on a person’s health, wellbeing, and development.

Anxiety Cycle / Vicious Cycle of Anxiety - A pattern where avoiding a feared situation (like
school) brings short-term relief but increases anxiety long‑term.

APDR (Assess–Plan–Do–Review) - A structured cycle for identifying needs, planning
support, implementing strategies, and reviewing progress.

AST - Autism Specialist Teachers support mainstream schools and colleges to meet the
needs of autistic pupils who have an Education, Health and Care Plan.

Attachment-Aware - Being attachment-aware means being informed about how children’s
early relationships and attachment experiences affect their emotions, behaviour, and
learning, and responding to them with understanding and sensitivity.

Autistic Burnout / Autistic Fatigue - Intense exhaustion that builds over time due to
masking, sensory overload, or coping with demands that exceed capacity.

CAMHS - Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service, part of the NHS and specifically
designed to support young people struggling with emotional, behavioural or mental health
difficulties

Children and Young People (CYP) - A term referring to children and adolescents up to 25.

Co‑regulation - When an adult helps a child manage their emotions through connection,
attunement, and calm presence.

Dysregulation - When emotions feel overwhelming or difficult to manage, sometimes
leading to distress, shutdowns, or big reactions.

GLOSSARY
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ELSA - An Emotional Literacy Support Assistant trained to help children develop emotional
understanding, coping skills and wellbeing. 

Emotional Literacy - The ability to recognise, understand, express and manage emotions
effectively. 

Emotional Regulation - A CYP’s ability to understand, manage, and express their emotions.

Fight/flight/freeze/fawn response - A survival mechanism triggered in response to
perceived, real, imagined or anticipated threat. A fight response refers to an individual
confronting or standing up to a threat while a flight response refers to an individual’s way of
escaping or avoiding the threat by physically removing oneself from the situation. A freeze
response can look like shutting down, becoming quiet, or finding it hard to think or act, while
a fawn response involves trying to please others, agree, or avoid conflict in order to stay safe.

Function of Behaviour - The underlying purpose of a behaviour — what the CYP is trying to
cope with or communicate (e.g., avoiding stress, seeking connection).

Genogram - A visual family map showing relationships, patterns and significant events
across generations. 

Gradual Reintegration - A phased, personalised plan for increasing school attendance in
small, achievable steps.

Life graph / Life Path - A visual timeline that helps a child illustrate key life events, ups/downs
and experiences to share their story.

Masking - When a CYP hides or suppresses signs of distress or difference to “fit in”; common
in autistic children.

Multi‑Agency Support - When different professionals (e.g., EPs, CAMHS, Attendance Teams)
work together to support a CYP and family.

Perpetuating Factors - Factors that keep the difficulties going and maintain the pattern of
EBSNA over time.



Persistent Absence / Severe Absence - DfE categories referring to attendance levels below
certain thresholds (e.g., missing 10% or 50% of school sessions).

Precipitating Factors - Events, situations or circumstances that may increase or bring on the
likelihood of engaging in non-attendance. 

Predisposing Factors - Underlying vulnerabilities that increase the likelihood of EBSNA.

Protective Factors - Strengths, supports, or conditions that reduce the likelihood or severity
of EBSNA.

Pull Factors - Aspects that draw a CYP away from school (e.g., home feels safer, parent is
unwell).

Push Factors - Aspects that encourage attendance (e.g., positive relationships, feeling safe
in school).

Safe Space - A quiet, calm place in school where a CYP can go to regulate, feel supported,
and reduce anxiety.

Secure Attachment - A trusting child–caregiver relationship where the child feels safe,
understood and able to explore with confidence. 

Sensory Environment - The sights, sounds, smells, textures, and other sensory experiences in
a setting that may overwhelm or comfort a CYP.

Separation Anxiety - Distress linked to being apart from a caregiver or home environment.

Transitional object - A comforting item (e.g., teddy, keyring, photo) that helps a child cope
with separation and feel secure. 

Trauma - The emotional response to a distressing or frightening experience that can
overwhelm a person’s ability to cope and may affect their feelings, behaviour, and wellbeing
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Trauma‑Informed Practice - Approaches that consider how trauma affects a CYP’s
emotions, behaviour, and learning, and prioritise safety, predictability, and relationships.
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APPENDIX 1: FEAR LADDER
WORKSHEET

Adapted from ‘Fear Ladder Worksheet’ by Sheffield  Children’s NHS Trust’. Available
from https://library.sheffieldchildrens.nhs.uk/

APPENDICIES

https://library.sheffieldchildrens.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Fear-Ladder-worksheet.pdf
https://library.sheffieldchildrens.nhs.uk/
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APPENDIX 2: LADDER OF STRENGTH
AND COURAGE

‘Resilience Ladder’. Taken from https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/

https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/


54‘Resilience Ladder’. Taken from https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/

https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/
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APPENDIX 3: MAPPING THE
LANDSCAPE OF FEAR

For more information please see: Autism from diagnostic pathway to intervention by
Katie Ripley (2015)

Chapter ‘Autism and the Landscape of Fear’. Available from
https://informationdirectory.redcar-cleveland.gov.uk/ 

1. Ask the CYP to draw a map of the school / home.
 

2. Ask the CYP to use the following coloured highlighter pens to identify how the
environment makes you feel /react:

o GREEN: I feel calm / relaxed in this Area..
o YELLOW: I feel uncomfortable / anxious in this Area.

o RED: I don’t like this area I try to avoid it.
 

3. Ask: What is it about the red areas that make you want to avoid it? What can we do to
make it in to a green or yellow area?

https://informationdirectory.redcar-cleveland.gov.uk/
https://informationdirectory.redcar-cleveland.gov.uk/
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APPENDIX 4: EMOTION COACHING

With thanks to Dr Chelsea Markwe (Educational Psychologist)
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With thanks to Dr Chelsea Markwe (Educational Psychologist)



58

APPENDIX 5: BOOKS AND FURTHER
RESOURCES 
Books and Resources for Direct Work with CYP:

‘Huge Bag of Worries’ by Virginia Ironside
‘Worry Box: Managing Anxiety in Young Children’ by Hannah Mortimer
‘When My Worries Get Too Big! A Relaxation Book for Children Who Live with Anxiety (2nd
Edition)’ by Kari Dunn-Buron
‘A Volcano in My Tummy’ by Elaine Whitehouse and Warwick Pudney. 
‘Starving the Anxiety Gremlin: A Cognitive Behavioural Therapy Workbook on Anxiety
Management’ by Kate Collins-Donnelly (one for primary-age and one for secondary-age
CYP)
‘Sitting Still Like a Frog: Mindfulness Exercises for Kids (and Their Parents)’ by Eline Snel 
‘Dealing with Feelings’ by Tina Rae 
‘My Book of Feelings’ by Tracey Ross 
‘Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life for Teens’ by Joseph V. Ciarrochi, Louise Hayes
and Ann Bailey
‘Anxiety’ by Paul Stallard
‘Supporting Children and Young People with Anxiety: A Practical Guide’ by Elizabeth
Herrick and Barbara Redman-White
‘Brainstem Calmer Activities’. Available from https://beaconhouse.org.uk/

Whole-school resources 
Suffolk whole school self-audit tool: ‘Whole school approaches to preventing EBSA’
Available from https://www.suffolk.gov.uk/
Anna Freud Centre, ‘5 Steps to Mental Health and Wellbeing’ is a free, evidence-based
framework that supports a holistic and sustainable whole-school or college approach to
mental health. Available from https://www.annafreud.org/
Anna Freud Centre, ‘Mentally Healthy Schools’ brings together quality-assured mental
health resources, information & advice for schools and further education settings.
Available from www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/      
Restorative Justice: https://restorativejustice.org.uk

https://beaconhouse.org.uk/
http://www.suffolk.gov.uk/children-families-and-learning/wellbeing-in-education/ebsa-emotionally-based-school-avoidance/ebsa-resources-for-schools
https://www.suffolk.gov.uk/
https://www.annafreud.org/
http://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/
https://restorativejustice.org.uk/about-rjc
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‘Working definition of trauma-informed practice, government guidance’. Available from:
https://www.gov.uk/ 
Emotion coaching: www.emotioncoachinguk.com/ 

Websites 
Barriers to Education -  https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/
Addressing Barriers to Education - ‘Addressing Barriers to Education: Project Update’.
Available from https://www.spectrumgaming.net/

External Support 
There are also times when school staff may feel they need further advice and support to
assist a CYP experiencing EBSNA. There are a range of Harrow support services that can be
considered. 

Information regarding relevant local services and organisations can be found on the
SEND Local Offer: www.harrow.gov.uk/localoffer 
Harrow Educational Psychology Service: www.harrow.gov.uk/send-local-offer/harrow-
educational-psychology-service
Autism Specialist Teachers: www.harrow.gov.uk/send-local-offer/autism-specialist-
teachers
School Attendance Team: www.harrow.gov.uk/schools-learning/school-attendance-
guidance
Child & Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS): CAMHS provide a specialist mental
health service for CYP who may be experiencing a range of mental health problems. See
https://www.cnwl.nhs.uk/camhs 
Early Help Family Support: www.harrow.gov.uk/childrens-social-care/family-hubs/2
Harrow Parent Carer Forum: work closely and collaboratively with families:
https://harrowparentforum.org/
Mental Health Support Team, for schools that have signed up to the programme. 
Harrow Horizons: an emotional wellbeing service for families delivered by Anna Freud
www.harrow.gov.uk/childrens-social-care/harrow-horizons
Harrow SENDIASS (Special Educational Needs and Disability Information, Advice and
Support Service): provide impartial information, advice and support to parents and
carers of children who have special educational needs and/or a disability. https://family-
action.org.uk/services/harrow-sendiass/

https://www.gov.uk/
http://www.emotioncoachinguk.com/
https://barrierstoeducation.co.uk/
https://www.spectrumgaming.net/
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/localoffer
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/send-local-offer/harrow-educational-psychology-service
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/send-local-offer/harrow-educational-psychology-service
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/send-local-offer/autism-specialist-teachers
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/send-local-offer/autism-specialist-teachers
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/schools-learning/school-attendance-guidance
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/schools-learning/school-attendance-guidance
https://www.cnwl.nhs.uk/camhs
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/childrens-social-care/family-hubs/2
https://harrowparentforum.org/
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/childrens-social-care/harrow-horizons
https://family-action.org.uk/services/harrow-sendiass/
https://family-action.org.uk/services/harrow-sendiass/
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Harrow Virtual School: provides specialist support and advice to help CYP that are looked
after, previously looked after or care leavers www.harrow.gov.uk/childrens-social-
care/virtual-school
Health professionals (such as GPs, Paediatricians, School Nurses, etc.) will likely be able to
offer advice, support and/or referrals to CYP who are having difficulties with anxiety and
other mental health needs. 
Kooth: provide free online support and counselling for CYP www.kooth.com/ 
Mind: provide specialist wellbeing services to CYP

www.mindinharrow.org.uk/services/young-persons-headsup/

http://www.harrow.gov.uk/childrens-social-care/virtual-school
http://www.harrow.gov.uk/childrens-social-care/virtual-school
http://www.kooth.com/
http://www.mindinharrow.org.uk/services/young-persons-headsup/
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APPENDIX 6: PARENT/CARER
SUMMARY SHEET
Emotionally Based School Non‑Attendance (EBSNA) describes when a child finds it difficult
to attend school because of emotional distress, often linked to anxiety. This distress can
show up in many ways, from struggling to get ready in the morning to being unable to
attend school for long periods. EBSNA is not a choice or a behaviour difficulty; it is a sign that
a child is feeling overwhelmed.

Why EBSNA happens?
There is rarely one single cause. A child’s difficulties usually come from a combination of
factors, which can include:

School‑related factors (e.g., bullying, academic pressure, sensory overload, challenging
peer relationships).
Family or home factors (e.g., big changes at home, stress, health difficulties, caring
responsibilities).
Individual factors (e.g., anxiety, low confidence, neurodiversity, past trauma, difficulties
with emotional regulation).

These factors often interact in complex ways. A child may feel ‘pulled’ home (for comfort or
safety) and less ‘pushed’ toward school (if school feels stressful or overwhelming).

Early signs to look out for
Early signs of EBSNA may include:

Complaints of feeling unwell, especially on school days
Changes in sleep or appetite
Worrying about school the night before
Difficulty getting out of the house
Tearfulness, panic, or meltdowns before school
Avoiding certain lessons, times of day, or social situations

Spotting these signs early allows for earlier support.

Protective factors that help
Certain experiences and supports can reduce the risk or impact of EBSNA, including:

Feeling understood, safe, and connected at school
Predictable routines
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Quiet or safe spaces in school
Strong relationships with trusted adults
Good communication between home and school
Emotional literacy and self‑regulation support
Regular check‑ins and adjustments to the child’s school experience

Understanding the child’s needs
Supporting EBSNA starts with understanding the function of the behaviour - what the child is
trying to cope with. This might involve:

Avoiding something stressful at school
Escaping a difficult social situation
Seeking emotional safety or connection at home
Preferring safe, comforting activities during the school day

Once adults understand what’s driving the behaviour, they can put personalised support in
place.

How schools can help
Schools play a key role in early identification and support. They may:

Offer safe spaces and trusted adults
Adjust lessons, routines, or timetables
Provide emotional regulation strategies
Use gradual exposure or step‑by‑step return plans
Review behaviour policies to ensure they are nurturing and trauma‑informed
Monitor the child’s progress through the Assess-Plan-Do-Review (APDR) cycle

In more complex or long‑term cases, schools may work with Educational Psychologists,
Specialist Teachers, CAMHS, or other services.

How families can help
Parents and carers are essential partners. Helpful approaches include:

Listening calmly and validating the child’s feelings
Working closely with the school as a united team
Keeping routines predictable
Supporting coping strategies (e.g., relaxation, problem‑solving, emotional expression)
Encouraging connections with friends
Celebrating small steps forward
Looking after your own wellbeing and seeking support when needed
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When difficulties are more entrenched
Some children may need a slower, more flexible approach. A phased plan focusing first on
reducing stress, then rebuilding relationships, and finally gradually re‑engaging with learning
can help.

Key message for parents/carers
EBSNA is not about attributing blame. With early understanding, strong home-school
partnership, and compassionate support, most children can rebuild confidence, emotional
safety, and their connection to learning.
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	Evidence suggests that adopting an attachment-aware, relational behaviour policy can be more effective in supporting emotional regulation and behaviour management in schools. School staff and professionals may refer to the Brighton and Hove (2018) guidance on ‘Developing an Attachment Aware Behaviour Regulation Policy’[2] for ideas on adapting current behaviour policies. Upon request, Harrow Educational Psychology Service may also assist senior leaders in reviewing and adapting behaviour policies.
	It is also important to note that emotional regulation strategies should not be confined to targeted interventions. It is helpful to embed these throughout the school day and across the school environment. Examples of some universal approaches used in Harrow schools include Zones of Regulation and Emotion Coaching, both of which support CYPs in understanding and managing their emotions more effectively.
	WHOLE-SCHOOL PREVENTATIVE APPROACHES

	W            A            R            M            T            H
	Wellbeing
	Affirming  Practice
	Relational Approach
	Mutual Support
	Timely  Response
	Holistic Support
	RESTORATIVE APPROACHES
	TRAUMA-INFORMED PRACTICES
	This approach should be embedded across the whole school and guided by consistent, predictable strategies that foster connection and emotional safety. While there is no single model for implementation, the following principles are widely recommended:
	These strategies support all learners, particularly those impacted by trauma, and contribute to a nurturing and inclusive school environment (SAMHSA, 2014; AIFS, 2016; Van der Kolk, 2005; Craig, 2016; Kezelman, 2014; AIHW, 2013). Our local trauma-informed initiatives include, ARC and THRIVE.

	THE PACE MODEL
	Developed by Dan Hughes, PACE stands for Playfulness, Acceptance, Curiosity, and Empathy and is a type of a trauma-informed approach. It encourages staff to use these qualities to support CYP's emotional development and resilience. PACE is particularly effective in de-escalating conflict and helping CYP feel understood.
	Playfulness: Maintain a calm, open, and engaging attitude. A playful tone (e.g., storytelling voice) can create a light atmosphere and reduce defensive reactions.
	Acceptance: Show unconditional acceptance of a CYP’s thoughts and feelings without judgment. This does not mean agreeing with their perspective but validating their emotional experience.
	Curiosity: Seek to understand the reasons behind behaviour in a non-judgmental way. Use calm questioning to explore underlying emotions while maintaining clear boundaries.
	Empathy: This involves being present with their feelings rather than offering reassurance, helping build connection and emotional safety.
	More information on further training is available from 'PACE' on the DDP Network[3] and PACE training [4]

	IN-SCHOOL SUPPORT FOR CYP
	In addition to the information provided within this document, schools may wish to review:
	DfE guidance around supporting attendance: Working together to improve school attendance[5]
	Harrow Attendance Team’s guidance document: Attendance intervention model guidance[6] and part-time timetable guidance

	EARLY IDENTIFICATION AND INTERVENTION
	APDR (ASSESS, PLAN, DO, REVIEW) FRAMEWORK
	[7]Please see ‘Uncertainty: the root of anxiety in so many students with SpLDs’. Available from  https://blog.jkp.com/
	[8]Please see ‘The Anxiety Workbook for Supporting Teens Who Learn Differently’. Available from  https://uk.jkp.com/
	Review The EBSNA Support Plan should be regularly reviewed with input from the CYP, parents/carers, key staff and other professionals. The review is an opportunity to monitor and celebrate progress made, consider any new information or changes to the situation and plan next steps. Review meeting prompts may include:
	What has gone well?
	What has gone less well?
	What are the young person’s views? Have all the actions from the last meeting been addressed/actioned? If not, is this because they need breaking down further to make them achievable?
	Has the CYP/family’s situation changed since the last meeting?
	Is there further information we need to gather?
	Are there any new push/pull factors to consider?
	Are there other approaches we need to try?
	Are there other professionals we need to involve?
	Celebrate and emphasise successes, no matter how small. If things are going well and the young person is attending as agreed, it is important to stick to the step-by-step approach laid out in the action plan. Jumping ahead or pushing for more attendance too fast might create unnecessary stress and risk a breakdown of trust.
	EFFECTIVE SCHOOL APPROACHES  - KEY TAKEAWAYS
	5.MORE COMPLEX OR ENTRENCHED EBSNA
	LONG-TERM/ENTRENCHED EBSNA: RECOVERY TO REDISCOVERY (HOLDER, 2024)
	Research has shown that school re-engagement can be facilitated through having safe relationships (Neilson & Bond, 2023; Sawyer, 2022). Identify and nurture trusted relationships with school staff or peers. Use home visits, calls, or online check-ins to maintain connection. Tools like sociograms or the Ideal School (adapted from Heather Moran, 2001, ‘Ideal Self’) and Ideal Education can help explore peer dynamics. Please see ‘The ‘Ideal Education’ as a tool for pupil voice in situational mutism and Emotionally Based School Non-Attendance’ available from https://edpsy.org.uk/
	MORE COMPLEX OR ENTRENCHED EBSNA - KEY TAKEAWAYS
	6.FLOWCHART FOR EBSNA SUPPORT
	FLOWCHART FOR EBSNA SUPPORT - KEY TAKEAWAYS
	7.WORKING TOGETHER WITH FAMILIES AND CYP
	GAINING PARENT/CARER VIEWS

	PARENT/CARER STRATEGIES TO USE AT HOME
	Try to keep an optimistic approach- if your child fails to attend school on one day, start again the next day. Remember there is likely to be more difficulty after a school holiday, period of illness or after the weekend.
	You may feel tempted to change schools and each CYP’s situation should be individually considered. However, research tells us that difficulties will often re-emerge in the new school and whenever possible, it is recommended to try to resolve the issue in the current school before considering alternative options.
	Increase the push factors to encourage school attendance Encourage your child to keep in touch with school friends. Help them find a purpose they can work towards with the help of education.
	Routines and predictability  Do as much preparation ahead of the school-day as possible, be consistent and remain focused on the goal, keep up routines. Think about the morning routine in small steps.  Make the school day as predictable as possible by creating a visual planner for the week and checklists for school equipment. If they are unable to attend school, try to keep school work as part of their routine and monitor non-educational screen-time (e.g., gaming, social media usage).
	Coping  Help your child learn about anxiety and coping strategies, normalise anxiety and share that we all have fears, and model how to manage these. Teach your child that some level of anxiety is helpful as it can motivate us, and encourage your child to engage in activity, exercise and relaxation.
	Coaching  Don’t avoid everything that causes anxiety. Be realistic and optimistic, showing your child you believe in them. Try not to reinforce your child’s fears and support your child in facing them. Reduce the time your child has to anticipate events so the anxiety cannot build-up too much over time. Encourage and positively affirm your child when they go to school e.g. “I’m really happy for you”. Try to present a balanced view when talking about school and avoid negative narratives about school e.g. “I was never good at maths either”
	Attachment strategies Support the development of a secure attachment at home, so your child feels able to separate. This may involve creating special time to be spent together. Consider using transitional objects such as teddies, hair ties, photos or keyrings that the child can take from home into school.
	Self care  As a parent it can be really difficult to see your child unhappy. An important part of being able to support them is ensuring you are taking good care of yourself. Make sure you have someone to talk to. This could be a friend, family member or an organisation such as:
	Harrow SENDIASS: Impartial information, advice and support on special educational needs and disability for parents, carers, children and young people living in Harrow.  Please see Harrow SENDIASS on https://family-action.org.uk/
	Young Minds: A charity championing the wellbeing and mental health of CYP. They publish a range of information for parents and have a parent helpline (calls are free Monday to Friday from 9:30am to 4pm, 0808 802 5544). Please see ‘I am a parent’ available from https://www.youngminds.org.uk/
	Family Lives: www.familylives.org.uk
	Mencap: Please see ‘Support for parents and carers of children and young people’ available from https://www.mencap.org.uk/
	Mind: www.mind.org.uk 0300 123 3393
	NSPCC: Please see ‘Advice for Families’ on https://www.nspcc.org.uk/
	Samaritans: www.samaritans.org  116 123
	Sane: www.sane.org.uk 0300 304 7000
	Centre for ADHD and Autism - Parent support groups https://adhdandautism.org/
	GAINING CYP VIEWS
	Lancashire Educational Psychology Service’s EBSNA Guidance has questionnaires, one for primary- and one for secondary-aged pupils, that explores their anxiety about different areas of school, social interactions, lessons and classroom activities. It also prompts CYP to think about strategies that will help them and has a card-sorting activity to identify functions of school non-attendance. Please see ‘Emotionally based school avoidance (EBSA) guidance and training’ available from  https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/.
	Energy Accounting  Energy Accounting is a tool with the underlying premise that individuals have a set amount of energy over the course of a day or week, which will vary across different people. Some activities will provide ‘deposits’ into a CYP’s energy stores (e.g., time alone in a safe space) whereas others will withdraw from the energy stores (e.g., social masking or tests). When energy stores become too low, a CYP could feel anxious, overwhelmed, fatigued or experience low mood. Please see Autism Level UP for additional tools (www.autismlevelup.com/#tools)
	Ask the CYP to identify the thoughts, feelings and bodily sensations that come to mind when they think about school and ask them to draw these. Extend the activity by thinking about the ideal classroom or ideal school. For guidelines on drawing the ideal school, please see ‘tools and resources’ on the ‘Emotionally Based Barriers to School Attendance (EBBSA)’ page on https://www.nelincs.gov.uk/.  Research has indicated technology can be effective to support a CYP’s sense of safety and engagement when gaining their views. For example, a CYP might prefer to construct their ideal/non ideal school using Minecraft.
	8.SUPPORTING TRANSITION TO SECONDARY SCHOOL
	WHAT MIGHT CAUSE ANXIETY?
	HOW CAN WE SUPPORT TRANSITION?

	Skill Building: Teach organisational skills, time management, and problem-solving strategies.
	Pastoral Support: Ensure CYP know who their key adults are and how to access help if needed.
	Gradual Exposure: Use phased transition plans for CYP with additional needs, including extra visits or tailored support.
	Celebrate Strengths: Focus on what CYP are excited about and highlight their strengths and achievements.
	Post-transition pastoral check ins.
	SUPPORTING TRANSITION TO SECONDARY SCHOOL - KEY TAKEAWAYS
	GLOSSARY
	ELSA - An Emotional Literacy Support Assistant trained to help children develop emotional understanding, coping skills and wellbeing.
	Emotional Literacy - The ability to recognise, understand, express and manage emotions effectively.
	Emotional Regulation - A CYP’s ability to understand, manage, and express their emotions.
	Fight/flight/freeze/fawn response - A survival mechanism triggered in response to perceived, real, imagined or anticipated threat. A fight response refers to an individual confronting or standing up to a threat while a flight response refers to an individual’s way of escaping or avoiding the threat by physically removing oneself from the situation. A freeze response can look like shutting down, becoming quiet, or finding it hard to think or act, while a fawn response involves trying to please others, agree, or avoid conflict in order to stay safe.
	Function of Behaviour - The underlying purpose of a behaviour — what the CYP is trying to cope with or communicate (e.g., avoiding stress, seeking connection).
	Genogram - A visual family map showing relationships, patterns and significant events across generations.
	Gradual Reintegration - A phased, personalised plan for increasing school attendance in small, achievable steps.
	Life graph / Life Path - A visual timeline that helps a child illustrate key life events, ups/downs and experiences to share their story.
	Masking - When a CYP hides or suppresses signs of distress or difference to “fit in”; common in autistic children.
	Multi‑Agency Support - When different professionals (e.g., EPs, CAMHS, Attendance Teams) work together to support a CYP and family.
	Perpetuating Factors - Factors that keep the difficulties going and maintain the pattern of EBSNA over time.
	Persistent Absence / Severe Absence - DfE categories referring to attendance levels below certain thresholds (e.g., missing 10% or 50% of school sessions).
	Precipitating Factors - Events, situations or circumstances that may increase or bring on the likelihood of engaging in non-attendance.
	Predisposing Factors - Underlying vulnerabilities that increase the likelihood of EBSNA.
	Protective Factors - Strengths, supports, or conditions that reduce the likelihood or severity of EBSNA.
	Pull Factors - Aspects that draw a CYP away from school (e.g., home feels safer, parent is unwell).
	Push Factors - Aspects that encourage attendance (e.g., positive relationships, feeling safe in school).
	Safe Space - A quiet, calm place in school where a CYP can go to regulate, feel supported, and reduce anxiety.
	Secure Attachment - A trusting child–caregiver relationship where the child feels safe, understood and able to explore with confidence.
	Sensory Environment - The sights, sounds, smells, textures, and other sensory experiences in a setting that may overwhelm or comfort a CYP.
	Separation Anxiety - Distress linked to being apart from a caregiver or home environment.
	Transitional object - A comforting item (e.g., teddy, keyring, photo) that helps a child cope with separation and feel secure.
	Trauma - The emotional response to a distressing or frightening experience that can overwhelm a person’s ability to cope and may affect their feelings, behaviour, and wellbeing over time.
	Trauma‑Informed Practice - Approaches that consider how trauma affects a CYP’s emotions, behaviour, and learning, and prioritise safety, predictability, and relationships.
	Department for Education (DfE). (2026). Pupil attendance in schools.  ‘Pupil absence in schools in England: 2024 to 2025'. Available from https://www.gov.uk/
	Exley, M., & Morgan, G. (2025). The Challenges of Mainstream Secondary School: A Synthesis of Qualitative Views from Autistic Students. Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 1-17.
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	APPENDICIES
	APPENDIX 1: FEAR LADDER WORKSHEET

	APPENDIX 2: LADDER OF STRENGTH AND COURAGE
	‘Resilience Ladder’. Taken from https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/
	APPENDIX 3: MAPPING THE LANDSCAPE OF FEAR
	1. Ask the CYP to draw a map of the school / home.
	2. Ask the CYP to use the following coloured highlighter pens to identify how the environment makes you feel /react: o GREEN: I feel calm / relaxed in this Area.. o YELLOW: I feel uncomfortable / anxious in this Area. o RED: I don’t like this area I try to avoid it.
	3. Ask: What is it about the red areas that make you want to avoid it? What can we do to make it in to a green or yellow area?

	APPENDIX 4: EMOTION COACHING
	With thanks to Dr Chelsea Markwe (Educational Psychologist)
	Suffolk whole school self-audit tool: ‘Whole school approaches to preventing EBSA’ Available from https://www.suffolk.gov.uk/

	Addressing Barriers to Education - ‘Addressing Barriers to Education: Project Update’. Available from https://www.spectrumgaming.net/
	www.mindinharrow.org.uk/services/young-persons-headsup/
	APPENDIX 6: PARENT/CARER SUMMARY SHEET
	Quiet or safe spaces in school
	Strong relationships with trusted adults
	Good communication between home and school
	Emotional literacy and self‑regulation support
	Regular check‑ins and adjustments to the child’s school experience
	Understanding the child’s needs Supporting EBSNA starts with understanding the function of the behaviour - what the child is trying to cope with. This might involve:
	Avoiding something stressful at school
	Escaping a difficult social situation
	Seeking emotional safety or connection at home
	Preferring safe, comforting activities during the school day
	Once adults understand what’s driving the behaviour, they can put personalised support in place.
	How schools can help Schools play a key role in early identification and support. They may:
	Offer safe spaces and trusted adults
	Adjust lessons, routines, or timetables
	Provide emotional regulation strategies
	Use gradual exposure or step‑by‑step return plans
	Review behaviour policies to ensure they are nurturing and trauma‑informed
	Monitor the child’s progress through the Assess-Plan-Do-Review (APDR) cycle
	In more complex or long‑term cases, schools may work with Educational Psychologists, Specialist Teachers, CAMHS, or other services.
	How families can help Parents and carers are essential partners. Helpful approaches include:
	Listening calmly and validating the child’s feelings
	Working closely with the school as a united team
	Keeping routines predictable
	Supporting coping strategies (e.g., relaxation, problem‑solving, emotional expression)
	Encouraging connections with friends
	Celebrating small steps forward
	Looking after your own wellbeing and seeking support when needed
	When difficulties are more entrenched Some children may need a slower, more flexible approach. A phased plan focusing first on reducing stress, then rebuilding relationships, and finally gradually re‑engaging with learning can help.
	Key message for parents/carers EBSNA is not about attributing blame. With early understanding, strong home-school partnership, and compassionate support, most children can rebuild confidence, emotional safety, and their connection to learning.
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