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When a Child Is Struggling With
School
Understanding school difficulties, anxiety and emotionally based
school avoidance

When your child starts struggling with school, it can be difficult to know what is really going on.

They may complain of headaches or tummy aches on school mornings. They may become upset,
angry or distressed when it is time to leave the house. They may stop wanting to talk about school,
become withdrawn, struggle with friendships or suddenly seem exhausted when they come home.

Sometimes a child will say they don't want to go to school.

Sometimes they will say they don't know why.

And sometimes the difficulty shows itself through behaviour rather than words.

School difficulties can have many different causes. Anxiety is one possibility, but there may also be
friendship problems, bullying, learning difficulties, additional needs, sensory overwhelm, difficulties
with transitions, problems with particular situations at school or something happening outside
school that is affecting how your child is coping.

The important thing is to look beyond the attendance itself and try to understand what is making
school difficult for your child.
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What Might School Difficulties Look Like?
A child who is struggling with school may:

• become very anxious the night before school
• find getting dressed or leaving the house increasingly difficult
• complain of headaches, tummy aches or feeling unwell
• become tearful, angry or overwhelmed before school
• repeatedly ask to stay at home
• struggle to attend particular days, lessons or activities
• find it difficult to stay in school for the whole day
• avoid talking about what is happening
• become increasingly withdrawn
• stop seeing friends or taking part in activities
• struggle to concentrate or complete schoolwork
• appear exhausted after school
• become more irritable or distressed at home
• have increasing difficulty with transitions or changes to routine
These signs don't automatically mean that your child has an anxiety disorder or EBSA.

They are signals that something may need understanding.

What Is Emotionally Based School Avoidance?
You may have heard the term emotionally based school avoidance (EBSA).

EBSA describes situations where a child or young person finds attending school difficult because of
strong emotional responses such as anxiety, fear, low mood or distress.

It is sometimes also described using terms such as school anxiety, school refusal or school
avoidance.

Importantly, EBSA is not simply about a child deciding that they don't want to go to school.

A child experiencing EBSA may actually want to attend but feel unable to manage the emotions
associated with going.

They may become distressed when getting ready, struggle to leave the house, experience physical
symptoms or find it increasingly difficult to remain in school.

There is often more than one reason why this happens, and every child is different.
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Look Beyond “They Don't Want to Go”
It can be very easy to focus on the immediate problem:

“How do we get them into school?”

Of course, attendance matters.

But before deciding what needs to happen, it can be helpful to ask:

“What is making school feel so difficult?”

For one child, it might be anxiety about lessons or exams.

For another, it might be friendships or bullying.

Another child may be struggling with sensory demands, communication, learning, transitions or
feeling different from their peers.

There may also be difficulties at home, a recent change or something else affecting how they are
coping.

Sometimes there is no single obvious reason.

Understanding the difficulty does not mean excusing behaviour or giving up on school.

It means trying to understand what needs to change so that your child can manage school more
successfully.
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Listen to What Your Child Is Telling You
Your child may be able to explain exactly what is wrong.

They may not.

You might hear:

“I hate school.”

“I don't know.”

“Everyone hates me.”

“I'm ill.”

Or they may refuse to talk about it at all.

Try to listen without immediately arguing with their explanation or trying to convince them that
school is fine.

You don't have to agree that something is going to go wrong in order to acknowledge that your child
is finding it difficult.

You might say:

“I can see that school feels really difficult at the moment. Let's try to work out what is
making it so hard.”

Sometimes the first useful information comes from noticing when the difficulty happens rather than
asking your child to explain everything.

Look for Patterns
Try to notice what happens before, during and after difficult school days.

You might think about:

• Is it worse on particular days?
• Does it happen before particular lessons?
• Is there a particular member of staff involved?
• Are friendships or bullying an issue?
• Is the journey to school difficult?
• Is the playground overwhelming?
• Are mornings particularly difficult?
• Does your child cope during the day but become distressed afterwards?
• Are there difficulties with homework or particular subjects?
• Has something changed recently?
• Does your child find transitions particularly difficult?
• Are there sensory or communication difficulties?
• What seems to make things easier?
Patterns can give you and the school useful information.
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Speak to the School
You don't have to try to understand everything on your own.

If school is becoming difficult, speak to the school and explain what you are seeing.

Depending on the situation, this might include talking to:

• your child's teacher
• form tutor
• pastoral team
• SENCO
• safeguarding lead
• attendance lead
• school nurse or other appropriate professional
The aim isn't simply to tell the school that your child won't attend.

It is to share what you are noticing and try to understand what may be happening during the school
day.

NHS guidance recommends talking with school when anxiety is affecting school life and working
together to identify problems and possible solutions.

What Can School Do?
The right support will depend on the individual child and what is making school difficult.

Depending on the circumstances, school may be able to consider things such as:

• identifying a trusted adult your child can go to
• providing a quiet or calmer space when they become overwhelmed
• helping with difficult transitions
• considering friendship or bullying difficulties
• reviewing particular lessons or situations that are causing distress
• making reasonable adjustments where appropriate
• providing additional support around SEND or neurodivergent needs
• agreeing a clear plan for difficult mornings
• helping your child know what will happen when they arrive at school
• gradually rebuilding confidence around school attendance where appropriate
The important thing is that support should be based on an understanding of why school is difficult
for that particular child.
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What If My Child Is Refusing School?
School refusal can be extremely stressful for the whole family.

It can be tempting to respond with increasing pressure, especially when mornings become difficult
and everyone is exhausted.

At the same time, simply allowing the situation to continue without trying to understand what is
happening can make returning to school harder.

There is no single solution that works for every child.

Try to avoid turning every morning into a confrontation.

Instead, where possible, focus on understanding the difficulty, communicating with school and
agreeing a plan that feels realistic for your child.

Small, manageable steps may sometimes be part of rebuilding confidence, but what those steps
look like should depend on the individual child and the reasons they are struggling.

NHS-linked EBSA guidance recommends working collaboratively with children, families and schools,
including considering practical adjustments and manageable steps rather than simply treating the
problem as deliberate non-attendance.

Don't Assume It's Just Anxiety
Anxiety is common in children who struggle with school, but it is not the only possible explanation.

It may be useful to consider whether your child is experiencing:

• bullying
• friendship difficulties
• learning difficulties
• communication difficulties
• SEND or neurodivergent needs
• sensory sensitivities
• difficulties with particular subjects or environments
• separation anxiety
• social anxiety
• low mood
• family difficulties or significant changes
• previous difficult experiences
Sometimes several of these things overlap.

This is why understanding the whole picture can be more useful than focusing on attendance alone.
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What If My Child Has SEND or Is
Neurodivergent?
For some children with SEND or neurodivergent needs, aspects of the school environment can be
particularly demanding.

This might include:

• sensory overload
• communication demands
• changes to routine
• unstructured times such as break and lunch
• social expectations
• transitions between activities
• difficulties understanding what is expected
• feeling different from peers
• exhaustion from managing the school environment
This does not mean that every school difficulty experienced by an autistic or ADHD child is caused
by their neurodivergence.

It means that their individual needs and experience of the school environment are important parts
of understanding what is happening.

A more individualised approach may be needed.
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What Can I Try at Home?
There are things you can do at home while you are working out what is happening.

Stay curious
Try to understand rather than immediately correcting.

“What feels hardest about school at the moment?”

may tell you more than:

“Why won't you go?”

Keep routines as predictable as possible
Regular sleep, meals and morning routines can help make school mornings more manageable.

Make space for your child
You don't always need a serious conversation.

Time together doing something your child enjoys can sometimes make communication easier.

Notice effort
If your child takes a small step towards something they have been finding difficult, notice it.

Confidence can grow through experiences of managing things that initially felt overwhelming.

Look after yourself too
School difficulties can be exhausting for parents.

It can be difficult to remain calm when you are worried, late for work and trying to persuade your
child to leave the house.

Getting support for yourself can make it easier to support your child.
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When Might Professional Support Be Helpful?
It may be worth seeking additional support when school difficulties:

• are continuing rather than improving
• are becoming more frequent or intense
• are significantly affecting attendance
• are causing your child significant distress
• are affecting friendships or family life
• are affecting sleep or everyday functioning
• are becoming difficult for you and your child to manage
• have developed following a significant or difficult experience
• are not improving despite support from home and school
You do not need to wait for a diagnosis before asking for help.

You can speak to your GP, your child's school or an appropriately qualified therapist.

If anxiety is severe, persistent or interfering with everyday life, NHS guidance recommends seeking
professional support.

How Can Therapy Help?
Therapy gives children and young people a space to explore what they are experiencing away from
the immediate pressures of home and school.

Some children are comfortable talking.

Others communicate more naturally through art, drawing, making, play, sandtray or other creative
approaches.

Therapy can provide an opportunity to explore what may be contributing to the difficulty, develop
greater awareness of emotions and find ways of managing experiences that feel overwhelming.

Where appropriate, working with parents and communicating with school can also help create a
more joined-up understanding of what is happening.

The work is adapted around the individual child rather than expecting every child to engage with
therapy in exactly the same way.

What If My Child Doesn't Want Therapy?
It is not unusual for a child or young person to feel unsure about therapy.

They may not understand what therapy is or may worry that they will be expected to talk about
things they don't want to discuss.

The first step does not have to involve talking about difficult experiences.

It can simply be about meeting, becoming familiar with the space and developing a relationship.

If you are considering therapy for your child, an initial conversation can help you think about
whether it may be appropriate and how best to approach it.
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What If I'm Still Unsure?
You don't have to decide that your child definitely needs therapy before speaking to someone.

You may simply know that school has become difficult and that you are struggling to understand
what is happening.

An initial conversation can give you an opportunity to explain what you have noticed, ask questions
and consider what support may be appropriate.

Sometimes therapy may be helpful.

Sometimes another form of support may be more suitable.

Asking for advice does not commit you to therapy.

A Final Thought for Parents
When your child is struggling with school, it can feel as though everything has become focused on
attendance.

But behind the attendance figure is a child who may be finding something genuinely difficult.

Understanding what is happening does not mean lowering expectations or giving up on education.

It means trying to understand what your child needs in order to participate, feel safe enough to
engage and make progress.

You don't need to have all the answers before asking for help.
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Start With a Conversation
If your child is struggling with school, school anxiety or emotionally based school avoidance, the
first step is a free initial telephone consultation.

You can tell me what you have noticed, what you have already tried and what support is currently in
place.

We can talk about whether therapy, Reflective Parenting, school liaison or another form of support
may be appropriate.

You do not need to know exactly what your child needs before getting in touch.

There is no obligation to continue.

Book a Free Initial Consultation
Anthony White

Child Integrative Arts Therapist

Creative and Art Therapy Services

If You Need Urgent Help
If you are worried that your child or young person is in immediate danger, cannot be kept safe,
has seriously harmed themselves or has taken an overdose, seek urgent help rather than
waiting for a therapy appointment.

You can call 111 and select the mental health option for urgent mental health advice.

If someone's life is at risk or you cannot keep yourself or someone else safe, call 999 or go to
A&E.



