
Families experience of 
Emotionally Based School 
Non-Attendance (EBSNA)

Results of survey undertaken by Family Voice Surrey 2022



“The system is breaking our neurodivergent children and there is 
no suitable alternative available.  We and our children are made 
to feel like problems and failures, blocked at every turn and 
having to fight for what should be automatic.” 

(Parent of secondary school non-attender)

“No child and/or parent would EVER 
choose to be in this situation! We need 

timely support, clear guidance, kindness 
and understanding, not punitive action. All 
behaviour is communication, and there is 

always a reason why a child is unable 
attend school – often it is an undiagnosed 

special educational need. It is NOT 
naughtiness.” 

(Parent of secondary school non-attender, 
emphasis respondent’s own)

“He has lost out on approx 3yrs of education, but actually he 
has lost out on so much more…He learnt sure, he learnt not 
to trust, he learnt he has no right no autonomy or consent, 

he learnt to hide and mask how he truly felt… He learnt not 
to trust himself. He learnt he was a bad person, a failure…” 

(Parent of secondary school non-attender)

“full credit to the school who have an incredible pastoral support who 
engages with my son, me at home and we have an effective two-way 
communication to flag if he’s had a tricky evening/morning  before he gets 
in to school so she can pick up with him and she feeds back whenever it is 
relevant.”

(Parent of secondary school non-attender)



Approach

Survey monkey to 
families known to 

Family Voice 
Surrey

366 responses
Survey undertaken 
December 2021-
February 2022



Demographics
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Emotionally Based School Non-Attendance

0-6 Months 6-12 months 1-2 years 2-3 years 3+ years
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EBSNA cont.
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Support from medical practitioners
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Additional support and input
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Alternative provision
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Emerging themes



How does it feel to be 
a parent? • Guilt of feeling that they are forcing their child to attend

• “Battle”  and “fight” to access support

• Feeling “threatened” by potential punitive response

• Not feeling heard or understood

• Feeling lonely and isolated

• Not knowing what support is available or where to find it

• Managing difficult behaviour at home not replicated in 
school due to masking

• Experiencing/exacerbating stress and mental health 
issues as a result of EBSNA

• Managing siblings mirroring behaviour and worried 
about being late for school

• Financial impact

• Giving up work/reducing hours

• Paying privately for education provision at home

• Paying privately for counselling/therapy

• Paying privately for assessments and reports

It is extremely isolating and I feel 
very judged for not trying hard 
enough to 'force' my daughter to 
school. The truth is we've been 
asking for help for 5 years 
(secondary school)

It feels at the time 
like you are the only 
one going through 
it, both for the child 
and the family 
(secondary school)

Support being difficult to 
access or even find out 
about. (Secondary school)[School ] "made no 

contact to support us“ 
(secondary school)

I have had no follow up from 
school when my son is out of 
school, no interest in why he is 
unable to attend or what 
triggers and feeds his anxiety. 
(junior school)

I’ve now given up work as a teacher 
to ensure I can get her to school, and 
when I truly physically can’t get her 

there, to work with her at home. 
(junior school)

I have been repeatedly told by the school I 
am at risk of prosecution and 
imprisonment which has caused my mental 
health to deteriorate. (secondary school)

It doesn't just affect my son, it affects my 
5 year old daughter as well as she is late 
everytime he is and this makes her upset 
and frustrated. (Junior school)

The impact of this on the whole 
family cannot be under estimated -
both emotionally and financially. 
(secondary school)

It is soul-destroying. It impacts your 
own mental health. It has a negative 
effect on all other relationships … It 
is the most isolating challenge I have 
ever faced (Post 16)

It is a relentless battle… 
knowing exactly how 
each day will begin and 
end (junior school)

it is disruptive and can 
impact his brothers as 
well (infant school)



How does it feel to be 
a child? • Feeling lonely and isolated

• Not achieving potential as missing out 
on education

• Masking in school

• Don’t want to stand out as different

• Experiencing mental health issues 
including self harm and suicide ideation

The more school tried to force 
him in, the less he could 
attend and the sicker he 
became. (secondary school)

He masks completely in 
school and teachers do not 
see it at all but he has 
extreme anxiety about school 
which is causing him to talk 
regularly of suicide and he 
has very low self esteem. 
(junior school)

We keep having to reiterate to 
teachers that looking fine is not 
the same as being fine 
(secondary school)

she is a square peg who 
has tried to fit in a round 
hole for the past 8 years of 
nursery and primary 
school. (secondary school)

It is sad as mainstream school has completely 
broken my son and if they had put the right 
support in early on he would most likely not 
have needed specialist schooling until 
secondary school (junior school)

We were trapped waiting for CAMHS 
while my child's mental health 
deteriorated. We nearly lost them to 
suicide and endured severe self harm. I 
had to fight for every shred of help… 
They are still in recovery and have 
missed KS5 entirely. (Post 16)

Transition into class can be 
traumatic... really crying and 
yelling for me to come back. Can 
lead to him being held… and then 
he can react to being restrained 
😞 (infant school)

Despite the fact that he has had no 
education for the past 3+ years, 
they will not put any other form of 
learning in place for him. We have 
asked for a tutor to bridge the gap 
but been refused. (secondary 
school)

She is a long way behind. I 
dont know if she will leave 
school with any GCSEs at 
all. (secondary school)

My child hasn’t attended school 
since March and no education 
has been put into place at all… 
she is left at home uneducated, 
lonely and isolated. (secondary 
school)



• Not understanding or acknowledging:

• EBSNA

• Co-morbidity of neurodiverse conditions and 
mental health concerns

• Not knowing how to support children and families 
experiencing EBSNA

• Difficulty keeping in touch with families experiencing 
EBSNA

• The need to focus on attendance and attainment

• Being unable to send school work home

• The time it takes to provide alternative provision and the 
size of the offer

• The lack of flexibility in response

• The punitive response – “threats” of inclusion 
officers/fines

• No consistency in recording absence

How do parents feel about the response from 
school/alternative provision?

the anxiety makes my child ill 
and school do not believe her 
and me (secondary  school)

Lack of support or recognition 
from the school. (junior school)

The attitude of teachers 
make it harder (infant school)

The school is ill equipped to deal 
with it (secondary school)

I understand that the school are 
unable to support my child until he 
actually returns to school. 
(secondary school)

School will not provide school 
work, CAMHS waiting list is 2.5 
years.  Currently only attending 
for 1 hour each day but it’s more 
often than not she is unable to 
attend (secondary school)

School. Have been 
demarnding about 
evedence being 
supplied but have 
made no contact to 
support us.  
(secondary school)

There was no real support from the 
school for many months. The only 
person who was in regular contact 
was the attendance officer who was 
threatening us with inclusion 
proceedings. At this point they 
offered online tutoring for maths 
and English… (secondary school)

School is 
dismissive 
(unknown 
setting)

Schools appear unwilling to offer/provide 
the reasonable adjustments that would 
often reduce a child’s anxiety and allow 
them to attend. (junior school)

There appears to be a huge lack of 
understanding, compassion, empathy 
or support from schools in this. (junior 
school)

very ignorant about how to support 
children with anxiety and need to 
make huge improvements. (Post 16)



• Supportive and understanding about the 
difficulties a family is experiencing

• Flexible response to attending school

• Referring to other services for support

• Providing alternative provision at 
home/sending work home

• Communicating clearly and regularly with 
parents

• Specialist support or school setting

What does it look like when support works well?

full credit to the school who have an 
incredible pastoral support who engages 
with my son, me at home and we have an 
effective two-way communication to flag if 
he’s had a tricky evening/morning  before he 
gets in to school so she can pick up with him 
and she feeds back whenever it is relevant.  
(Secondary school)

School have been amazingly 
supportive, but we have had 
to compromise on a reduced 
timetable

School are making reasonable adjustments but school has 
just become too overwhelming... 

School have been very 
good but have exhausted 
their expertise (secondary 
school)

The tutor is amazing and 
very understanding but it is 
by no means an education 
and came far to late. If it 
had been in place right 
from the start of 
attendance difficulties it 
could have had a big 
impact. 

My child hides in the school. She is willing 
to go in but panics in school and hides 
from lessons. The school is very 
supportive but the inclusion officer has 
not been involved because her 
attendance is good.  (secondary school)

My son's anxiety decreased when I 
took a new approach... if he was 
having a bad day I would let him 
take his time... We just moved 
slower on those days and I stopped 
rushing him and then eventually 
that turned into him no longer 
refusing to go in. Sometimes I 
would sit in the playground … with 
him and just said you have to go in, 
but you can do it when you're 
ready. I always told the school the 
truth about his lateness … it was 
marked off as an unauthorised 
absence they didn't harass me 
about it...” (junior school)



How do parents feel about 
the response from health?

• GPs not understanding or acknowledging 
EBSNA

• Not knowing how to support children and 
families experiencing EBSNA

• GPs unwilling to refer or provide evidence for 
schools

• Waiting lists for assessment/support from 
Mindworks/CAMHS

• Response to co-morbidity of neurodiverse 
conditions and mental health concerns

No support at all or recognition of anxiety 
as undiagnosed, gp won't sign odd due to 
undiagnosed. CAMHS not helping, just on 
the list.

It is neither well understood or well 
supported by professionals, it was 
described as truancy by a (young!) GP 
and school could not offer any support 
unless child was in school (secondary 
school)

as anxiety is supposedly part of 
ASD so CAMHS won’t get 
involved so there is no one to 
support in these situations 
(junior school)

I spoke to Camhs and 
they helped (junior 
school)

Our GP wasn’t interested as he 
is under CAMHS but CAMHS 
have done nothing to help 
whatsoever as they say they 
don’t get involved with 
problems at school. (junior 
school)



Recommendations and next steps
Clarity and Consistency

• A clear process that is transparent and understood by all parties of the 
pathway for supporting a child experiencing EBSNA; developed collaboratively 
with schools, parents, young people and relevant agencies.

• Consistency in approach by schools and GPs so that families know what they 
can expect and agencies have clarity on what they are responsible for.

• The development of a support plan template that meets the need of the child 
and family that can be used by all agencies, families and children (developed 
collaboratively).

Pathways

• A mapping of the offer at school and in the community/at home that is 
available to children and families experiencing difficulty attending school. 
This would include:

o Emotional Wellbeing and Mental Health support
o Mentoring
o Parental support
o Alternative provision



Recommendations and next steps

Training

• Build capacity to expand the EBSNA training and support for schools, other 
practitioners and parents developed by the Surrey County Council 
Educational Psychologists to embed a deeper understanding of EBSNA and 
associated practice across the children's system. 

• Embed training for schools on neurodiversity including the co-morbidity 
with mental health and masking.

• Promote training on active listening and professional curiosity to ensure 
parents feel heard and understood.

Sharing the learning

• This work should be shared and reflected throughout other workstreams, 
programmes and transformation across the Children’s System to avoid 
duplication and ensure everyone is working collaboratively.



For further information please contact:

Leanne Henderson, Participation Manager, Family Voice Surrey

leanne.h@familyvoicesurrey.org

Su Freeman, Collaboration Manager, Surrey Youth Focus

su.freeman@surreyyouthfocus.org.uk
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