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This resource has been developed through a collaborative multi-agency partnership across education, 
health, local authority and voluntary sector services within Cambridgeshire. It reflects a shared 
commitment to improving understanding of Environmental and Emotional Barriers to School 
Attendance (EEBSA) and promoting consistent, evidence-informed and compassionate responses for 
children, young people and their families. 
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What do we mean by Environmental and Emotional Barriers to School Attendance (EEBSA)? 
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EEBSA is therefore best understood as:  

• A descriptive framework, not a diagnosis. It helps adults understand that a 
child or young person’s difficulty with attendance and/or engagement may be 
linked to barriers across home, school, relationships, learning, sensory 
experience, emotional wellbeing, health, trauma, poverty, transition, unmet 
additional needs or wider systemic factors.  

• A prompt for curiosity and formulation. The key question is not “Does this child 
or young person have EEBSA?” but “What is making attendance or engagement 
difficult, what is maintaining the pattern, and what would help?” 

• A call for early, relational, graduated support. Effective practice includes early 
identification, listening to the child and family, careful information gathering, 
environmental adjustments, trusted adult relationships and regular review.  

• A whole-system concern. Attendance data alone does not tell the whole story: 
a child or young person may be physically present but not meaningfully engaged, 
or physically absent but still connected to learning and relationships.  

EEBSA should not be thought of as:  

• A medical diagnosis or fixed category. EEBSA is not something a child or young 
person “has”, but instead reflects their experience with attendance and/or 
engagement that needs careful understanding.  

• The same as anxiety. Anxiety may be present, but it should not automatically be 
assumed to be the primary cause. Attendance and engagement difficulties can 
reflect many interacting factors, including school environment, relationships, 
unmet needs, family stressors, sensory demands, transitions and social context.  

• Evidence of defiance, poor parenting or lack of school effort. A no-blame, 
dignity-preserving approach is central. The focus should be on understanding 
barriers and building support, rather than attributing fault 

• A reason to wait for specialist involvement before acting. Universal and 
school-based responses are essential and should begin early, using a graduated 
approach.  

• A shortcut to a particular intervention, provider or pathway. Support should 
be matched to the child’s formulation, not to a label. 
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How attendance and engagement difficulties can develop 

Most children and young people will experience worries about friendships, learning, 
transitions, changes, exams, social situations, family circumstances or the future at 
different points in their development as a normal part of life. These responses are part 
of being human and often reflect the challenges, demands and changes that children 
and young people encounter as they grow. 

When discussing EEBSA, references to a child or young person being "anxious" should 
therefore not automatically be taken to mean that they have a clinically diagnosed 
anxiety disorder. In many cases, the term is being used more broadly to describe 
feelings of worry, stress, apprehension, unease or overwhelm that arise in response to 
real-life experiences and circumstances. These feelings may be temporary, situational 
and understandable given the child's context. 

For some children and young people, a combination of factors may make aspects of 
education feel difficult, challenging or overwhelming. This can lead to increased 
worries, stress or physical discomfort, making attendance or engagement feel harder. In 
response, they may begin to avoid particular lessons, activities, places or situations, or 
find it difficult to fully participate in learning. 

Avoidance or withdrawal can bring short-term relief by reducing the immediate 
discomfort. However, over time this may lead to fewer opportunities for learning, 
success, social connection and positive experiences. As confidence, belonging and 
familiarity reduce, returning to or engaging with education can feel even harder, 
reinforcing the cycle. 

The key message is that this cycle is understandable rather than intentional. It is not 
about choice, defiance or lack of motivation and instead reflects the interaction 
between a child or young person and the systems, environments, relationships and 
experiences around them. 

The cycle can be interrupted through early understanding, supportive relationships and 
appropriate adjustments. By working collaboratively to understand barriers, build on 
strengths and create conditions for safety, belonging and success, schools, families 
and services can help children and young people re-engage with education and thrive. 

Understanding Push and Pull Factors 
• Push Factors - Factors that make education feel more difficult, unsafe, 

overwhelming or less accessible  
• Pull Factors - Factors that make alternative environments or behaviours feel 

safer, easier or more manageable in the short term  

Push and pull factors should not be viewed as opposites, nor should they be seen as 
evidence that a child or young person is simply choosing not to attend. Instead, they 
provide a helpful framework for understanding the interaction between a child or young 
person and their wider environment. The same factor may act as a push factor for one 
child and not another, and many children and young people experience multiple 
interacting push and pull factors at the same time. It is also important to recognise that 
the same factor can act as both a push and a pull depending on the individual child and 
context. 



 

7 
 



 

8 
 



 

9 
 

How to support 

Key Principles for Practice  

The WARMTH framework offers a values-based and practical lens to guide decision-
making, conversations and support planning: 

• Wellbeing: Prioritise emotional wellbeing, psychological safety and meaningful 
engagement, not attendance figures alone. 

• Affirmative Practice: Use a strengths-based, dignity-preserving and no-blame 
approach that validates the experiences of children, young people, families and 
staff. 

• Relational Approaches: Build trust through consistent, safe and supportive 
relationships, recognising that connection is central to engagement. 

• Mutual Understanding: Develop a shared understanding of the child's 
experiences by listening to the child, family and professionals, and considering 
the interaction of emotional, developmental, relational, environmental, health 
and contextual factors. 

• Timely Response: Act early when concerns emerge, using a graduated approach 
and reviewing support regularly to prevent difficulties escalating. 

• Holistic Support: Consider the whole child within the context of their home, 
educational setting, relationships, strengths, needs and wider life experiences. 

Building Capacity and Staying Curious 

EEBSA should not be viewed as solely an individual concern or the responsibility of a 
single member of staff. Creating environments where children and young people feel 
safe, understood, included and able to participate requires a whole-school approach. 
Shared language, staff confidence, relational practice, emotional literacy, inclusive 
policies and a commitment to understanding barriers to attendance and engagement 
are all important components of effective support. Building capacity across the whole 
setting helps ensure that responses are consistent, proactive and embedded within 
everyday practice rather than relying on individual interventions alone. 

It is also important to remember that EEBSA is a descriptive framework, not a diagnosis, 
category of pupil or predetermined pathway. The term should not replace professional 
curiosity or be used as a shorthand explanation for attendance difficulties. Instead, 
schools should remain formulation-led, continually seeking to understand the unique 
experiences of each child or young person. Effective practice involves returning to key 
questions such as: What is happening? What factors may be contributing? What 
strengths can we build upon? What support is helping? How do we know? By 
maintaining this curious, individualised and context-sensitive approach, support is 
more likely to remain responsive, meaningful and effective.
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Adapted from the WARMTH Framework (Spectrum Gaming, Educational Psychologists and Young People with Lived Experience, 2024), which emphasises wellbeing, relationships, belonging, co-production and 
holistic understanding when responding to attendance difficulties.
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Individual Support and Whole-Setting Development 
Effective EEBSA support operates at two levels simultaneously. Individual children and 
young people may require tailored assessment, planning and support, whilst schools 
and settings continue to build whole-setting capacity, confidence and competence 
through reflection, training and inclusive practice development. Strengthening both 
individual support and the wider environment increases the likelihood of sustainable 
improvements in attendance, engagement, wellbeing and belonging.  

Concerns Emerge 
Attendance and engagement difficulties can present differently at different ages and 
stages of development. The examples provided later on in this document are not 
exhaustive and should not be used as a checklist. Instead, they may prompt curiosity 
about what a child or young person is experiencing and whether there are barriers to 
attendance or engagement that require further understanding and support. Attendance 
data alone does not tell the whole story. Some of the earliest indicators of EEBSA are 
changes in engagement, participation, wellbeing, confidence or belonging. A useful 
question for adults to consider is: 

“Has something changed in this child or young person’s attendance, engagement, 
participation, wellbeing or connection with their educational setting?” 

Exploring other areas of need  
Attendance and engagement difficulties rarely arise from a single cause. When 
concerns emerge, it can be helpful to consider whether there are additional needs, 
barriers or contextual factors that may be affecting a child or young person's experience 
of education. Exploring areas such as literacy, communication, emotional literacy, 
mental health, sensory differences, learning needs, physical health, relationships 
and/or wider family circumstances can help build a fuller understanding of the child or 
young person's strengths, needs and experiences. This process is not about searching 
for a diagnosis, but about developing a holistic understanding of what may be helping or 
hindering participation, belonging and engagement, so that support can be better 
matched to the child or young person's individual context and needs. 

Gathering child or young person’s views and narrative 
Understanding a child or young person's views is central to developing an effective 
understanding of attendance and engagement difficulties. There is no single "best" tool 
for gathering views. The most appropriate approach will depend on the child or young 
person's developmental stage, communication preferences, strengths and needs. 
Some children may prefer to talk, whilst others may find it easier to draw, complete 
visual activities, use scales, photographs, digital tools or structured conversation 
prompts. The aim is not simply to gather information, but to create opportunities for 
children and young people to feel listened to, understood and actively involved in 
planning support. 

Some examples of specific resources include (but are not limited to):  

School Wellbeing Cards; Heather Moran Resources; My School Experience Cards

https://www.schoolwellbeingcards.co.uk/?srsltid=AfmBOoqziZXTSq7bVwNJNNP-iotyZpNnG8FbrdvAcMVPc6lDTxLeDAcv
https://drawingtheidealself.co.uk/resources
https://www.myschoolexperiencecards.com/
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Gathering parent/carer views and narrative 
Parents and carers are often the people who know the child or young person best. They 
may have valuable insights into their child's strengths, interests, experiences, worries, 
relationships, routines and any changes that have occurred over time. Understanding 
parent and carer perspectives can help schools develop a richer understanding of the 
factors influencing attendance and engagement, as well as identify existing strengths 
and sources of support. 

Attendance difficulties can be stressful and emotionally demanding for families. 
Parents and carers may themselves feel worried, frustrated, blamed, exhausted or 
uncertain about how best to help. Creating opportunities for open, respectful and non-
judgemental conversations can help build trust and support collaborative problem-
solving. 

Principles for Gathering Parent and Carer Views 
• Approach conversations with curiosity rather than assumption. 
• Use a strengths-based and no-blame approach. 
• Recognise families as partners in understanding and supporting the child. 
• Listen for strengths, successes and protective factors, not just difficulties. 
• Explore what attendance and engagement looks like both at home and in 

education. 
• Be mindful that parents and carers may have different perspectives and 

experiences. 
• Consider cultural, community, family and contextual influences. 
• Review and revisit views over time, as circumstances may change. 

Helpful Questions to Explore 

Understanding the Child or Young Person 
• What are your child's strengths and interests? 
• What do they enjoy doing? 
• What helps them feel confident, safe and successful? 
• What do they find more difficult or stressful? 

Understanding Attendance and Engagement 
• When did you first notice concerns emerging? 
• Have there been any changes or significant events recently? 
• Are there particular times, days, activities or situations that seem easier or 

harder? 
• What does your child say about school, college or learning? 
• What do mornings, transitions and the journey to school look like? 

Understanding What Helps 
• When attendance or engagement goes well, what seems to help? 
• Are there particular strategies that your child responds positively to? 
• Are there people, places or activities that help them feel calm, connected or 

confident? 
• What support would you most like from the educational setting at this stage? 

Examples of specific resources include (but are not limited to): Risk Questionnaire and 
Resilience Questionnaire and Risk and Resiliency Scoring Spreadsheet.    

https://www.cambslearntogether.co.uk/asset-library/risk-questionnaire1.pdf
https://www.cambslearntogether.co.uk/asset-library/resilience-questionnaire1.pdf
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cambslearntogether.co.uk%2Fasset-library%2Frisk-and-resiliency-scoring-spreadsheet3.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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Support from other services 
The following is not an exhaustive list of services and professionals who can provide support and does not replace school-based graduated response. It is intended 
to help schools understand potential routes for advice, consultation, signposting and support. Please note this may also be subject to change as services 
restructure in line with future government proposals.  
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Graduated Return and Re-Engagement Plan  
The Graduated Return and Re-engagement Plan is designed to support case-by-case 
planning for individual children and young people, helping families, schools and 
professionals develop meaningful, manageable and regularly reviewed opportunities for 
participation and engagement.  

Whole-School Reflection and Development Tool  
Alongside individualised support through the Graduated Return and Re-engagement 
Plan, schools and settings are encouraged to use the Whole-School Reflection and 
Development Tool to reflect on the wider culture, relationships, systems and 
environments that support attendance, engagement, participation and belonging. 
Together, these resources promote both individual and whole-school approaches to 
understanding and responding to EEBSA. 

Whole-School Training and Professional Development  

Principles for evaluating training and support offers 

There are a range of teams within Cambridgeshire County Council who offer free 
training around EEBSA and related content. Some examples include, but are not limited 
to the Educational Psychology Service, SEND District Teams and the PSHE service. This 
resource is not meant to promote one type training over another. Instead, schools are 
encouraged to consider any provider’s approach against the following principles when 
considering external training, intervention or consultancy. 

Questions for schools to ask before accessing training or intervention: 

• Does this approach understand EEBSA as complex and multi-factorial? 
• Does it avoid presenting EEBSA as a diagnosis or category of child? 
• Does it include school environment, relationships and systems — not just child 

anxiety? 
• Does it promote dignity, belonging and no-blame language? 
• Does it include parent/carer partnership and pupil voice? 
• Does it support early intervention and graduated review?  
• Does it help staff build capacity, rather than creating dependency on external 

professionals? 
• Does it include ways to evaluate whether support is making a positive 

difference? 
• Could any part of the approach unintentionally increase shame, pressure or 

avoidance? 
• Is the approach consistent with Cambridgeshire’s agreed EEBSA language and 

principles?  
 

https://www.cambslearntogether.co.uk/asset-library/graduated-return-and-re-engagement-plan.pdf
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cambslearntogether.co.uk%2Fasset-library%2Fcambridgeshire-eps-eebsa-whole-school-reflection-and-development-tool.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cambslearntogether.co.uk%2Fasset-library%2Fcambridgeshire-eps-eebsa-whole-school-reflection-and-development-tool.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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What does statutory guidance say about EEBSA?  
The Department for Education's statutory guidance, Working together to improve school 
attendance: July 2026, makes clear that schools should adopt a support-first, 
partnership-based approach to attendance. The guidance emphasises that absence is 
often an indication of wider circumstances and that schools should work 
collaboratively with children, young people and families to understand and address 
barriers to attendance. 

The statutory guidance expects schools to: 

• Build strong relationships with families. 
• Listen to and understand barriers to attendance. 
• Work in partnership with families to remove those barriers. 
• Be particularly mindful of pupils whose attendance may be affected by mental 

health needs, SEND or physical health difficulties. 
• Put support in place early rather than waiting for difficulties to become 

established. 
Where a child is unable to attend because of illness, schools should use Code I 
(Illness). This applies to both physical and mental health-related illness. The guidance 
is clear that schools are not expected to routinely request medical evidence to 
authorise illness-related absences. 

Schools should only request reasonable medical evidence where: 

• There is a genuine and reasonable doubt about the authenticity of the illness; or 
• The school is seeking to understand prolonged, frequent or recurring absences 

in order to identify appropriate support and provision.  

The guidance also states that schools should: 

• Not be rigid about the form of evidence requested. 
• Discuss with families what evidence is realistically available. 
• Avoid placing unnecessary pressure on GPs and other health professionals. 
• Consider alternative evidence where available. 
• Recognise that a conversation with the parent (and pupil where appropriate) 

may itself provide sufficient evidence.  
 

 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6a4f9ec6a6586e258d371bd0/Working_together_to_improve_school_attendance_2026.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6a4f9ec6a6586e258d371bd0/Working_together_to_improve_school_attendance_2026.pdf


 

21 
 

 


