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Hello this is a presentation on emotionally based school avoidance or EBSA. My name is Caroline Duncan and I am supported today by Anne-Marie Baverstock. We're both educational psychologists with Oxfordshire County Council. This presentation is around 9 minutes long. Our aim today is to give you a brief overview of what we mean by EBSA behaviours. Learn about the anxiety cycle, the risk factors and how we can approach support around this area.
EBSA is a broad umbrella term used to describe a group of children or young people who have significant difficulty attending school due to emotional factors. It also includes those who show sporadic attendance or still attend school but have emotional reactions to certain lessons or activities. This group is less obvious and therefore harder to pinpoint, but are often the ones who need to support early to avoid their attendance becoming an issue later on. Some children may struggle to leave home, but these children, once they are in school, they often recover quickly and then we can all question if there really was an emotional reaction. However, their anxiety was real for them at the time, or still is, but the are masking their worries, it can become worse unless support is offered. Attendance patterns and physical symptoms are rarely common. But what is shared by most children with EBSA behaviours is a great sense of anxiety. Some will communicate this verbally, some will show this through their behaviour or through physical symptoms, for example, headaches, feeling sick, stomach pains. We need to tune in to individual young people and what they are trying to communicate to us. EBSA is the term we are using today, but there are many terms. All are valid and can be used and are used by different people, but have a shared meaning. None of these terms are diagnostic, they refer to a set of behaviours relating to emotions and engagement in school.
It's difficult to estimate the prevalence of EBSA behaviours, but we think it's around 1 to 5%. EBSA occurs in both primary and secondary schools, slightly more in secondary schools, but not much more. It's equally common in males and females. There's also a link between these young people having children later on, who also then experience EBSA behaviours at school, and the cycle goes on. Higher numbers of children showing EBSA behaviours additionally are neurodiverse or have special educational needs. Anxiety is often a common emotion shown with children with EBSA behaviours. So let's look at that in a little bit more detail on the next slide. This is the anxiety cycle. Let's start at the top and look at the outer circle. A child or young person may feel anxious about school due to any number of reasons. It could be that they're struggling to keep up with their learning, have find it really hard to understand what's going on, they're being bullied, or it could be they don't want to leave home because they're parent is ill. These negative thoughts whizz around their heads more and more and they look for evidence to support their fears. They have no strategies to manage their feelings of anxiety, so the only thing they can think of is to avoid the situation altogether and not go into that lesson or go to school. And this helps. It provides temporary relief, but the feelings are still there because they were never addressed and they just grow and grow, leading to more school avoidance behaviours. On top of this, if we look at the inner circle, what happens is secondary factors start to come into play which just maintain those EBSA behaviours. Friendships: they miss out on social events. Their friends can move on; they miss more learning and worry about how they're going to catch up. And at home they may do things that they enjoy, such as gaming, or they get to spend more time with their mum or dad whilst their siblings are at school. So, we know anxiety plays a significant role in EBSA behaviours. But we can also see from the inner circle that actually there is usually more than this, that there is a complex interplay of a number of factors. We know that certain groups are more at risk of experiencing EBSA behaviours than others. It is helpful to know risk factors as this helps us with early intervention and preventative work. School factors might include an experience of being bullied, difficulties with specific subjects like PE, transitioning into school between year groups, between teachers, social isolation, or having a limited sense of belonging with school and staff, or exam stress. Family factors might include financial stress, bereavement changes in the home, such as moving house or new siblings, mental health difficulties of a family member, being the youngest child or being a young carer. Child factors might include mental health concerns, difficulties managing or understanding their emotions, a fear of failure, poor self-confidence, physical illness such as an injury that's taken them out of school for a while. And don't forget those transition ages, nursery to school, primary to secondary and Key stage 3 to key stage 4. Children with learning difficulties, who are neurodiverse and have experienced adverse childhood experiences are also at risk. Usually there is a triggering event that leads to EBSA behaviours starting. For example, a bullying incident or a parent becoming unwell. But EBSA can be gradual or sudden, so it's not always easy to see the triggers. What is clear is that it's usually a complex picture.
A graduated approach to intervention is advised for schools. At the bottom of the triangle is universal provision. This is about being preventative. Promoting well-being, promoting a sense of belonging and good relationships across the school are the first steps in preventing EBSA behaviours. At the next level is targeted provision. This is when schools and parents may have noticed those early signs or have some initial concerns that behaviours might be EBSA related. It's important to find out why the child may be feeling worried and reduce obstacles where possible and increase support. Moving into that top section of the triangle, the focus is on bespoke provision for children who are really struggling to engage in school. At this level, it would include a clear graduated strategy and timetable for reintegration, to support a young person, to engage in the setting. To work together with the family and young person to find out about their experiences and views. And build on strengths. About what the young person feels they can do and allowing the young person to feel in control. The steps need to be slow and gradual at this stage, support and intervention needs to be bespoke and flexible to suit the needs of each young person, their strengths and their situation. What we have learned from the EBSA Literature is that there are at least six areas that we need to look at when designing interventions or support packages. Firstly, Anxiety giving strategies to manage anxiety and to make sense of it. Secondly, intervene early. Next, ensure that support is based on the why? Why are they finding school difficult so that we know what the individual child needs? Ensure there is good school and parent career relationships. These are crucial. Parents offer expertise when collaborating on plans to support their child's engagement in school. We need to listen to the child's voice and find out what is wrong, remembering that their voice may be their behaviour. We need to view it from their lens and not through our own. Often reintegration is unsuccessful because we do not have a clear understanding of the child's underlying needs. So we need to listen carefully and go at the pace of a young person. Lastly, we need to build on the child and young person's strengths. And what they're good at. What they're interested in, what they're motivated by so that we can help them feel safe and secure. Finally, there is a School toolkit around this area and the educational psychology service also run webinars. If you want more in depth information. Thank you for listening.




