When School Feels Unsafe: A Narrative Literature Review of Emotion Based School Avoidance
Introduction
School attendance has long been considered as an essential foundation for educational attainment, social development, and long-term life outcomes. Statistic of the Department of Education (2025) clearly show a link between school attendance and future earnings, demonstrating that students in secondary school who are persistently absent may earn up to £10,000 less by age 28 than those with nearly perfect attendance. However, increasing attention is drawn to a sub group of pupils for whom school attendance is connected to significant emotional distress, these children often experience school as not safe.
Emotion-based school avoidance (EBSA) also referred to as school refusal, describes a young person’s difficulty going to or staying in school because of the emotional distress linked to attending (Heyne et al., 2019). EBSA is not truancy etc........ but has the following characteristics: The parents are aware of the child’s absence from school, make reasonable efforts to ensure attendance, and there is no notable antisocial behaviour (Heyne et al., 2019).
School non-attendance is complex and varies widely between individuals, it has been difficult to establish a single, universally accepted definition (Hayne et al., 2019)

It is estimated that XXXX% of children experience persistent difficulty attending school and, as a result, may face long-term consequences that extend beyond academic outcomes to include social and emotional difficulties (DfE, 2025).
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School non-attendance is a complex issue with no single clear cause and is not strongly linked to factors like gender or socioeconomic status. However, it tends to become more common during key transition periods, such as starting school or moving from primary to secondary school (King and Berstein, 2001)
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However, it suggests that there has been minimal advancement in treating school refusal in this century, largely due to the complex and varied nature of the issue (Elliot & Place, 2018; Nwosu et al., 2022).
Given the evolving nature of the field, there is a clear need to collate recent research to better understand EBSA and how it is currently understood and treated within psychotherapeutic practice. A narrative literature review is particularly well suited for this aim, as it allows for a flexible and integrative investigation of different perspectives and research findings. It enables a wider exploration of complex and complex phenomena such as EBSA. This approach is especially valuable when addressing areas characterised by conceptual ambiguity and emerging evidence.
The present review therefore aims to examine contemporary psychotherapeutic literature on EBSA published within the past five years (2020–2025). It seeks to explore how EBSA is defined and understood, identify key emotional and psychological mechanisms underlying school avoidance, and evaluate the range of therapeutic interventions currently being applied. In doing so, the review will also consider the strengths and limitations of existing research, with particular attention to gaps in knowledge and areas requiring further investigation.
The primary research question guiding this review is: How is emotion-based school avoidance conceptualised, maintained, and treated within contemporary psychotherapeutic literature, and what implications emerge for clinical practice?
This literature review aims to contribute to a better understanding of EBSA. Improving clarity of the concept of EBSA and identifying effective therapeutic approaches in order to support better outcomes for children and adolescents experiencing school avoidance, as well as for the families and professionals working with them.
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Conceptualisation of EBSA
Terminology and diagnostic.
Due to the very complex and diverse nature of school non-attendance, agreeing on one definition has been problematic (Haynes et al., 2019). Terms such as “school refusal,” “school phobia,” and “truancy” have often been used interchangeably, offering little distinction between the different underlying reasons for school absence (Kearney, 2008).
Recent literature seemed to have agreed on the term EBSA for school non-attendance due to problems caused by emotional factors (Chian et al., 2024). However, research with young people found that they preferred the term emotionally based non-attendance EBSNA (Corcoran et al., 2023).
However, both terms have been criticised for focusing too much on difficulties within the child. More recently, the term “barriers to education” has appeared in government guidance from the Department for Education (2024c), and Price et al. (2025) extend this to “emotional barriers to school attendance.” This term is used to describe attendance difficulties driven by strong and persistent emotional responses to school, often rooted in anxiety or fear, which can make attending extremely challenging or even prevent it altogether (Corcoran and Kelly, 2023).


