INSIGHTS

Successfully transitioning students back to school

The recent home-schooling experience of Australian students is about to end with most states and territories transitioning kids
back to school. For parents, many of whom have discovered just how complex teaching can be, the return to school will be a
welcome relief. For children, going back to school may bring a mixed bag of feelings. Eager anticipation about reconnecting
with friends and teachers will probably be accompanied by a level of anxiety about what school may be like upon return.
School undoubtedly will be a di erent experience for students post COVID-19. For a start they’ve just experienced a prolonged
period of remote learning and an absence from their friends, which will take time to process when they return to school.
With organised extra-curricular activities put on hold most children have had a great deal of free time, which has placed the
locus of control firmly in their hands. I suspect many kids will grieve their lack of freedom, as they’ve had a glorious glimpse of
what an unstructured life is like. It may take some time for them to get back into the swing of school life.
With the return to school imminent here are some sensible strategies to make adjustment easier for students.

Get ready for a return
Worriers and anxious types in particular like to know what’s ahead so your approach will make a di erence. Prepare your child
for a return by discussing the safety procedures the school will be implementing. Let young children know that an adult won’t be
accompanying them past the school gate. Ask your child what they are looking forward to and check in with how they are
feeling about a return. Validate any fears and apprehensions and correct any misconceptions.

Go slowly
This period will mirror the start of the school year when your child had to adjust to new teachers, di erent classmates and a new
year level. Adjusting to change takes a great deal of personal energy, so you child or young person may become tired, grumpy,
even moody at home. Make allowances for these personal changes and make sure they have plenty of free time to unwind a er
school.

Focus on reconnection
Make reconnection the theme for your child’s return to school. He or she will have to reconnect with friends, teachers and
learning, which takes time. In all likelihood, your child’s teachers will use many strategies to help your child connect with their
friends, reflect on their time at home and move them back into full-time learning mode. Support these activities and keep your
learning expectations for your child in check.
It may take the rest of the term for some children to adjust to their life back at school.
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Stay calm
Anxiety is very contagious, so it’s easy for us as parents to take on our children’s worries and fears. The reverse is true, and kids
can pick up our worries, taking them on as their own. As a bu er against anxiety ensure you do something each day that brings
you some joy, whether it’s listening to music, going for a walk or having a co ee with a friend.

Look a er yourself
In recent months parents and teachers have been doing significant emotional labour. The learning and adjustment curves have
been massive, with little time to relax and take a break. Consider your own emotional resources and make your wellbeing a
priority, which will make it easier for you to stay calm if your child experiences di iculties.

Communicate confidence
It’s a fine line that many parents walk between being flippant (‘you’ll be right’) and showing confidence (‘you’ll do okay’) when
kids struggle to adjust to change. My research into childhood anxiety reveals that children and young people want parents and
teachers to understand their fears and anxieties, and to coach them to negotiate di iculties including adjusting to change. You
can support your child through sharing stories of resilience, focusing on the positives and letting them know that will eventually
adjust.
The COVID-19 pandemic has thrown up many di iculties requiring us all to quickly adapt to new situations. Flexibility is a prime
characteristic of resilient people, so if nothing else, getting through these challenging times will make us all more resilient.
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