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Who we are

We are a world leading children’s mental health charity, pioneering 

mental health care and support for children, young people, and their 

families for over 70 years.

Our mission is to close the gap in wellbeing and mental health by 

advancing, translating, delivering and sharing the best science and 

practice with everyone who impacts the lives of children and families.

We recognise that discrimination and inequality undermine the 

opportunity for every child to thrive. We aim to be ambitious in 

driving change in ourselves and supporting change in those we work 

with, towards a more equitable society.

annafreud.org/about/ 
annafreud.org/about/diversity/

annafreud.org/about/diversity/
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Our work
We believe that by working in collaboration with 

communities and professionals, together we can scale up 

our support for children, young people, and their 

families.

At Anna Freud, we champion research and innovation, 

along with clinical support for children and families. We 

continuously work in partnership with those of which we 

serve. 

This expertise informs our training and ensures it is not 

only from a strong evidence base, but has the voice of 

children and families at its heart.

 



Setting the scene

Attendance in the news and current 
statutory guidance 
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What next?

Attendance in the news
A child standing in front of a fence
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A group of girls in a classroom
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A child sitting on a couch looking at a phone
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-60659304
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-64747813
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-66701748
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/major-national-drive-to-improve-school-attendance
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-school-attendance


Statutory since August 2024 Evidence-base

A white cover with blue text
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• Build strong relationships and work jointly with families, listening 
to and understanding barriers to attendance and working in 
partnership with families to remove them.

• Develop and maintain a whole school culture that promotes the 
benefits of high attendance.

• Have a clear school attendance policy which all staff, pupils and 
parents understand.

• Share name and contact details of senior (SLT) member of staff as 
Attendance Champion.

• Regularly monitor and analyse data to identify and support.

• Be particularly mindful of pupils absent from school due to mental or 
physical ill health or their special educational needs and/or 
disabilities and provide them with additional support. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-school-attendance


Understanding the 
function of non-
attendance

Reframing our understanding of non-
attendance.



Does language matter?
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Where does the problem lie? Evidence-base

Dr Ruth Moyse - Reframing the narrative

Dr Ruth Moyse - Reframing the narrative

https://www.youtube.com/@grrand_neurodiversity/featured
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J4xFMUkuClA


The function of non-attendance

There is no single cause of non-attendance; there are many possible factors. Research 

suggests however that there are four key functions (reasons) for school avoidance

Home related 
reasons

To avoid school 
related 

stressors

To engage in 
preferred 
activities 

To avoid social 
situations 

and/or 
activities
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What is pulling 

the child 

TOWARDS home? 

Evidence-base

Adapted from Kearney, C.A. (2008) used in Staffordshire guidance

Adapted from Kearney, C.A. (2008) used in Staffordshire guidance
 

https://www.staffordshire.gov.uk/Education/Access-to-learning/Graduated-response-toolkit/School-toolkit/EPS-school-support-information-and-resources/Emotionally-based-school-avoidance/Emotionally-Based-School-Avoidance-Guidance-SCC-EPS-Sept-2020-PDF.pdf


School 
connectedness and 
belonging 

What do we mean by taking a relational 
approach?



What do we mean by a relational 
approach?

A relational approach puts relationships at the heart of every 
aspect of school life, in order to create an environment where 
everyone feels they belong, are safe, cared for and valued.

This approach emphasises connection through interactions and 
communications that are respectful, honest, compassionate 
and inclusive.

NICE guidelines

Devon.gov: Relational Learning 

https://www.devon.gov.uk/support-schools-settings/send/areas-of-need/social-emotional-and-mental-health/relational-learning/


Why are relationships and belonging 
so important to the work of schools?

• Building strong, positive relationships between staff and students is 
fundamental to protecting mental health and wellbeing.

• Strategies focused on building relationships are essential. 

Anna Freud Classroom Wellbeing Toolkit

https://www.annafreud.org/resources/schools-and-colleges/classroom-wellbeing-toolkit/


Intersectionality

Burnham, (2012)

Image – Dr. Juliet Young

Evidence-base
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Neurodiversity
• Neurodiversity refers to the diversity of 

human minds meaning it is expected for 
brains to be different and unique. 

“Although they may appear to be coping at 

school, autistic young people can 

experience high levels of stress and 

anxiety… If the triggers for this behaviour 

are not identified and addressed at school, 

it can lead to a deterioration in mental 

health and ultimately an inability to 

attend school”

Autism Education Trust

Ambitious about Autism

• 30.1% of autistic pupils persistently absent (DfE 

2021)

• Exclusions of autistic children have more than 

doubled in the last ten years, from 2,282 in 2010 

to 5,197 in 2020.

https://www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-06/school_stress_and_anxiety.pdf
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/about-us/media-centre/news/compelling-attendance-wont-result-more-autistic-pupils-school


Masking: Children often mask to fit into neurotypical norms. Masking can lead 
to poor mental health, exhaustion and low self-esteem. 

Moods: Neurodivergent children’s development is different from their 
neurotypical peers, including emotional regulation. The brain and body 
processes information differently, meaning the usual techniques may not be 
appropriate.  

Demands: Different sensory processing needs can mean the demands of 
school in a neurotypical world can easily overwhelm a neurodivergent child. 
Meaning they can easily be triggered into meltdown or shut down, often 
perceived as defiance or challenging behaviour.

Neurodivergent needs



Missing in school before missing from 
school

Reports of wanting to stop going to 

school as early as their first year. 

Within this time, multiple examples of 

informal absences that do not show 

up in official statistics.

In some cases, students entirely 

absent from lessons, despite being 

recorded as present in school.

Being out of school provides 

relief and worry for most of the 

young people.

Persevering for up to for 8-9 years 

more, before finally stopping 

attending. 

Dr Ruth Moyse - Reframing the narrative

Dr Ruth Moyse - Reframing the narrative

https://www.youtube.com/@grrand_neurodiversity/featured
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J4xFMUkuClA


Why are relationships and belonging 
so important to the work of schools?

Belonging refers to students’ sense of being 

accepted, valued, included and encouraged by 

others (teacher and peers) in the classroom 

setting, and of feeling oneself to be an important 

part of the life and activity of the class.

A sense of belonging is positively associated with:

• motivation and academic success

• students are also more likely to experience 

positive emotions and feelings of self-worth

Place and Belonging in School:Why it Matters Today

http://chrome-extension/efhttps:/neu.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-04/Belonging%20research%20booklet.pdf


Enhancing wellbeing by increasing 
protective factors: The balancing act

https://www.annafreud.org/news/trusted-relationships-and-

mental-wellbeing-what-we-learned-from-headstart/

Protective 

factors

Risk factors

https://www.annafreud.org/news/trusted-relationships-and-mental-wellbeing-what-we-learned-from-headstart/
https://www.annafreud.org/news/trusted-relationships-and-mental-wellbeing-what-we-learned-from-headstart/


Menti 

What protective factors can the school environment offer?

You might think about this in terms of:

• Individual

• Family and friendships

• Community

• Learning environment

2 minutes



Menti 
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• Individual
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• Learning environment

2 minutes



https://www.annafreud.org/news/trusted-relationships-and-mental-

wellbeing-what-we-learned-from-headstart/

“Think about it like building with layers of Swiss cheese. 

There will be gaps at each layer, and if you’re relying on 

just one of those layers there’s a greater chance of 

falling through the gap. But the more layers you build 

with, the more gaps are closed.”

Professor Jess Deighton

Enhancing protective factors within the education setting:

What does the research tell us?

https://www.annafreud.org/news/trusted-relationships-and-mental-wellbeing-what-we-learned-from-headstart/
https://www.annafreud.org/news/trusted-relationships-and-mental-wellbeing-what-we-learned-from-headstart/


What does the research tell us: 
Education for Wellbeing

• One of the world’s largest school-based mental health 
trials.

• Funded by the Department for Education (DfE)

• Led by the Evidence Based Practice Unit, a 
collaboration between Anna Freud and University 
College London (UCL)

• Ran from 2018 to 2024 and (findings were published 
two weeks ago)

• Involved 32,655 students in 513 schools across England

• Five mental health interventions to provide evidence-
based guidance on how to best support students’ 
mental health and wellbeing in schools.



INSPIRE 

•Explored three initiatives, based either 
around supporting mental wellbeing or 
encouraging intended help-seeking.

AWARE 

•Explored two established school-based 
initiatives that focus on improving mental 
health awareness. 

YAM The GuideMindfulness-Based 

Exercises

Relaxation 

Techniques
Strategies for 

Safety and 

Wellbeing (SSW)

Outcomes: changes in intended help-seeking or changes in emotional difficulties.

Measured 3–6 months post-intervention

and 9–12 months after delivery began



Impact

This trial found that three interventions show promise for use in schools:

1. Strategies for Safety and Wellbeing, for both primary and secondary 
schools

“To help me feel safe in school. So if I was feeling upset or something, I 
would know who to go to straight away” (SSW). 

2. Relaxation Techniques, for primary schools only

3. Mindfulness-Based Exercises for secondary schools only.

Evidence from this study does not recommend YAM or The Guide as 
with YAM there was a lack of overall impact and for both there were 
indications that they might increase emotional difficulties in the 
longer term. 

Schools that saw 

the most positive 

impact had a 

whole-school 

approach, that the 

intervention fit 

complemented.



A whole-school 
approach: 
universal
Considering the culture and ethos of the school, what 
happening on a whole-school level to prevent non-
attendance 



Ben



Using a graduated response

• Transition programme 

• Staff training

• Parent and carer partnership



Audit your current whole school approach 

to attendance 

Devon: School attendance audit tool Lincolnshire: School attendance audit 

https://devoncc.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/PublicDocs/Education/EeK9jJH3ws5KixTlEpNrEgUBP9MfdV8wGOWfsQSQ_y_ebA?e=QGtF4q
https://professionals.lincolnshire.gov.uk/downloads/file/2531/ebsa-self-audit-tool


Parent and carer 
partnership

Working collaboratively with 
parents and carers through 
building a relationship of 
trust.



Menti

• Have you received training for managing parent and carer 
relationships?



Menti

• Have you received training for managing parent and carer 
relationships?



Training for managing parent/carer 
relationships

• 52% of respondents had never 
had any training.

• Those that had received some 
training was during initial 
teacher training year.



Collaborative participation

• How can we facilitate 

space for different 

viewpoints, whilst creating 

a shared understanding?

• How can we engage the 

family in a way that 

reduces shame, accusation 

and judgement?

School 
view

Parent/carer's 
view

Child's 
view

School 
view

Parent/ 
carer's 
view

Child's 
view

What we need to hear What we maybe hear



Parent and carer partnership

Partnership: Collaborative planning and problem-solving between parents or carers and 
staff to solve children’s behavioural and emotional challenges.

Recognise that partnership with parents or carers is not always a given. 

To best work with parents or carers, trust must be established. 

Establishing positive relationships at the earliest point, so that when the time comes to have a 
“high stakes” conversations, it feels safer for those involved.

Find out which parents or carers may need that “trust building” beforehand.



A whole-school 
approach: targeted

What practical tools can be implemented 
identify and support those at higher risk of 
non-attendance.



Understanding autism and non-
attendance 

‘Well-meaning responses by school may amount to an 

invitation for them to return when they feel able, but this 

positions the issue as a problem within the child – and for 

the child to solve. In reality, the reason for absence often 

lies in school and outside the control of the young 

person. Without an informed effort to understand why 

they stop attending, the likelihood of a successful 

reintegration is remote.’ 

Evidence-base

Moyse, 2021



Using a graduated response

• Assess > Plan > Do > Review

• Personalised and systemic approach

• Evidence-based interventions



Assess, plan, do, review

Make a plan with the right 
people

Implement interventions

Information gathering

Monitor the progress made 
and adjust the plan for the 

next steps
Review Assess

PlanDo



Assess

Building up a holistic picture of 
the contributing factors



Formulation

What might be happening for the child or 
young person.



Building a systemic picture
• Considering the systems around the 

child / young person. 

• Highlight gaps in our understanding 

and approach the situation more 

practically.

• Facilitates tailored and personalised 

support, helps to highlight any 

potential barriers early on.

• Identifies risk and protective factors.



Building a systemic picture
Evidence-base

Image: Dr. Juliet YoungBronfenbenner (1979)



The 5Ps formulation



Layla
Layla is 15 and is academically capable. Ever since she returned to school 

from lockdown her attendance has been inconsistent. She is a quiet 

student but used to have a small group of reliable friends and has always 

completed her classwork and homework to a high standard.

More recently her approach to her work has become less enthusiastic. 

Teachers have noticed that her moods can be variable. Some days she 

seems happy and gets on well in class, other days she’s very quiet, lacks 

concentration and doesn't seem to want to participate in anything. She 

has begun to forget to complete homework and doesn’t have much to say 

when asked about it.

She has asked to move seats in two of her subjects. She told one teacher 

that she thinks thinks people are judging her. For a while at the start of 

the year she asked her form tutor if she could stay in her classroom at 

lunch time but that teacher has now gone on maternity leave. She 

frequently brings notes excusing her from PE.

Layla lives at home with her mum, dad and older brother. Her parents 

both work in the health service doing stressful and demanding jobs. Her 

older brother is in 6th form studying A levels. He is an academic high 

achiever, but experienced significant homophobic and racist bullying 

lower down in the school. Layla has a very strong relationship with her 

maternal grandparents who live nearby. Her grandfather retired from 

work recently because of ill health. Layla worries about him but also 

enjoys spending time with him.

When they were at primary school, Layla and her brother 

witnessed a violent street incident resulting in the death of a 

teenager. Layla and her parents declined the school’s offer of 

mental health support at that time.

Recently Layla’s attendance has become a more serious concern. 

Attendance on Mondays is particularly poor. On other days of the 

week she frequently comes in to school late. Often her mum has to 

bring her and Layla sometimes becomes distressed after her mum 

leaves. She will usually calm down quickly and then attend classes. 

However, she very frequently asks to leave lessons for various 

reasons.

Last week Layla had a dispute with a teacher because she was 

using her mobile phone during the lesson. Layla shouted at the 

teacher and wouldn’t hand her phone over as required by school 

rules. She left the classroom and then went home without 

permission. Layla has not come to school since.

Another student has confided in a member of staff they saw cut 

marks on Layla’s arm. Layla doesn’t seem to spend much time with 

her former friends.



Reflection – Formulation (5Ps)





Using tools to 
refine 
understanding 



How can we use resources?
A poster of hands with cartoon characters

Description automatically generated with medium confidence

• Using the resources will be helpful way to 

information gather about the potential 

push and pull factors, however they may 

be limited if its not the right person, the 

trusted adult, using them with the child 

or young person. 

• Schools will need to select and adapt these 

based on:

• Student age

• Reading and language skills

• Communication and/or learning 

difficulties

A cover of a book
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https://www.staffordshire.gov.uk/Education/Access-to-learning/Graduated-response-toolkit/School-toolkit/EPS-school-support-information-and-resources/Emotionally-based-school-avoidance/Emotionally-Based-School-Avoidance-Guidance-SCC-EPS-Sept-2020-PDF.pdf
https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/media/930428/september-2022-ebsa-guidance-toolkit.pdf


Bromley ‘Sort-it’ activity

Seeking the detail through scaling 
activities

☺ 
No problem 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Sometimes 
a problem 

 

 

 
Big 

Problem 
 

 

 

 

 
Nothing to 
do with me 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

English Maths Science
Art PE DT

Music ICT Circle Time
Talking Friends Writing

• Scaling tools give an insight into academic difficulties, 

relationships with teachers or other peers, or even the 

specific learning environment. 

• For example, are the lights too bright in a certain room and 

how can this be mitigated.

Devon.gov: Resources on relational approach to EBSNA

https://www.5pointscale.com/
https://www.devon.gov.uk/support-schools-settings/send/areas-of-need/social-emotional-and-mental-health/relational-learning/emotionally-based-school-non-attendance/


Plan

Plan

Planning to best support 

the child or young person.



Reasonable adjustments

"When a flower doesn't bloom, you fix the 
environment in which it grows, not the flower”

Alexander Den Heijer



When co-developing any reintegration plan, 

factors to consider are:
Do we have an understanding of their sensory profile?

Do we have an 
understanding of 

their sensory 
profile? 

How do they 
manage daily 

transitions within 
the setting?

How do they feel 
about interactions 

in class?

Which members 
of staff are they 

most comfortable 
with?

Who are their 
support network 

at school?

Are there safe 
spaces for them 

at school?

https://localoffer.northlincs.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Sensory-Toolkit-Aug-2019-a.docx
https://localoffer.northlincs.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Sensory-Toolkit-Aug-2019-a.docx


Reintegration planning

• Is child-led and supported by parents/carers and school.

• Is informed by what the child finds difficult (assess) and not by 
timetables or other contextual restrictions.

• Has small steps to allow for confidence to develop and success 
celebrated.

• Is supplemented by appropriate, evidence-based 
interventions/referrals.

Adapted from Buckinghamshire EBSA toolkit

A good reintegration plan:

https://schoolsweb.buckscc.gov.uk/send-and-inclusion/emotionally-based-school-avoidance-ebsa-toolkit/


Maintaining connection 

How do we ensure we 
maintain the relationship 
between school and home?

Essex booklet

https://schools.essex.gov.uk/pupils/social_emotional_mental_health_portal_for_schools/Documents/Lets%20Talk...we%20miss%20you.pdf


Plan examples

West Sussex Toolkit

Wakefield resources

https://schools.westsussex.gov.uk/Page/10483
https://tradedservices.wakefield.gov.uk/Services/3604


Do

What are the next steps for the young 
person

Do



Interventions
A close-up of a document
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Bromley 

A white paper with black text

Description automatically generated

Essex 

A white text with black text

Description automatically generated with medium confidence

Lincolnshire 

https://bromleyeducationmatters.uk/Pages/Download/8653c4da-c160-45ce-9037-d47fda8d2678/PageSectionDocuments
https://secureschools.essex.gov.uk/DisplayDocument.aspx?DocID=691
https://professionals.lincolnshire.gov.uk/downloads/file/2533/ebsa-interventions


What if prompts

Lancashire booklet

https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/media/930428/lancashire-ebsa-guidance-strategy-toolkit-2023-update.pdf


Review 

Reviewing the actions and support with the 
child or young person

Review



Review 

Action and support plan should be regularly reviewed 
with the child or young person, parents and carers, key 
staff (SENCo, key person, etc.) and other professionals 
(MHSTs, social workers, family support workers, etc.).

• Celebrate progress.

• Remember that progress isn't always linear.

• Identify if there needs to be further consultation with, 
or referrals to, other agencies.

• Consider any new information or changes to the 
situation and plan next steps.

• Continue the cycle of Assess, Plan, Do, Review.



Using a graduated response

Referrals to specialist support: 

• School Attendance Support 

Team

• Ed Psych team

• CYPMHS

• Social Care

• Virtual Schools (for care 

experienced children)

• Youth Justice

• SEN/Disability Teams



Good practice

Preparing for success.



What did young people said would 
help them thrive in school?

Listen

-Daisy

1

Be curious

-Robyn

2

Prioritise 
wellbeing

-Erin

3

Take 
action

-Jane

4

Be more 
informed

-Alex

5

Dr Ruth Moyse - Missing: the autistic girls absent from mainstream secondary 

https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/97405/


Copyright © Devon County Council 2022. All rights reserved.

Support for attendance – What’s happening in 
DCC?
› Supporting School Attendance - Attendance and Wellbeing 

(EBSA) Web Content for parents/carers and schools

› Prevention and Early Identification: Supporting School 
Attendance: Understanding Emotionally Based School 
Avoidance (EBSA) and what to do about it | DES Training 
to all mainstream primary and secondary schools on how 
to use The ATTEND Framework

› Expanding the Education Key Worker Team (EKW)

› Developing Parent/Carer support: Overcoming 
Programme and Family Practitioners within EKW Team

› Use of AV1s – Pilot 

https://devoneducationservices.co.uk/events/2748a665-c280-4eb3-9037-595c4b770f04/Supporting-School-Attendance-Understanding-Emotionally-Based-School-Avoidance-EB
https://devoneducationservices.co.uk/events/2748a665-c280-4eb3-9037-595c4b770f04/Supporting-School-Attendance-Understanding-Emotionally-Based-School-Avoidance-EB
https://devoneducationservices.co.uk/events/2748a665-c280-4eb3-9037-595c4b770f04/Supporting-School-Attendance-Understanding-Emotionally-Based-School-Avoidance-EB


Key resources

To accompany this training and 
support your development.



Sign up for monthly newsletter updates 

about our resources, training, research and 

more.

Access hundreds of free, clinically assured 

mental health resources and information for 

schools and colleges.

A podcast, 10 practical resources and an e-

learning course on anti-racism and mental 

health in schools.

Anti-racism and mental health in schools 

e-learning | Anna Freud

Home : Mentally Healthy Schools

Schools in Mind | Anna Freud

A close-up of a logo

Description automatically generated

https://www.annafreud.org/training/education/training-in-schools-and-colleges/anti-racism-and-mental-health-in-schools-e-learning/
https://www.annafreud.org/training/education/training-in-schools-and-colleges/anti-racism-and-mental-health-in-schools-e-learning/
https://www.annafreud.org/training/education/training-in-schools-and-colleges/anti-racism-and-mental-health-in-schools-e-learning/
https://www.annafreud.org/training/education/training-in-schools-and-colleges/anti-racism-and-mental-health-in-schools-e-learning/
https://www.annafreud.org/training/education/training-in-schools-and-colleges/anti-racism-and-mental-health-in-schools-e-learning/
https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/
https://www.annafreud.org/resources/schools-and-colleges/schools-in-mind/
https://www.mentallyhealthyschools.org.uk/


Thank you

school.training@annafreud.org
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