Acorn Psychology Services
Transition Back to School – Part 2
We began to explore how to support our children, staff and communities in a gradual return to school last week. We know that school is going to look very different for
quite some time and we want to explore some ways in which we can help to support our entire school communities with this transition back to school, into a new normal.
We want to ensure that our staff, children and their families feel as safe as possible and to begin to re-establish the connection that has been missing for many over the
last weeks.
As we discussed last week our children will be returning to school from many very differing experiences of lockdown, some will have found the experience positive, having
extra time with their families, time away from the potential social, emotional and sensory experiences of school, to have a period of down time will have been a welcome
relief for some. These children may find returning to the usual routine and systems of school challenging. Added to that school will look and feel quite different for some
time. The children may be with different peers, in different classrooms or with slightly less familiar adults. Other children will have had a much less positive experience of
lockdown, they may have found the loss of routine and structure and access to social interaction very difficult. Some may have found learning at home difficult or may have
had experience of someone they know having had the virus or, sadly losing their life. Many children will have experienced the adults in their lives feeling anxious, will have
seen the news unfold day by day with reports of how many people in our country and around the world who have lost their lives. We cannot expect our children to return
to school at the same point at which they left it, in terms of the curriculum but also in terms of their social, emotional and mental health.
All of our children, their parents and our school staff have experienced loss, of routine and structure, of a social network, of opportunity and of freedom, to name but a
few, and this can impact heavily on our mental health. Anxiety, trauma and bereavement may have emanated from that loss for many. This leaves school staff, our children
and their families fragile and vulnerable and we must consider this as we prepare for a return to school.

How can we Help and Support our Children
As we discussed last week we need to try to learn about each child’s lived experience of lockdown, their hopes and fears about returning to school. Last week we provided
some ideas for sentence starters and a worksheet template to help explore this. Resist the temptation to jump back in to getting children learning and ‘catching up’. Many
of our children will not return in a place where they are ready to learn. New rules and the changes in school will exacerbate children’s anxieties and many will have
forgotten school routines, behaviour for learning, how to socialise and how to learn. Think about the things we do automatically in school to help children to settle after
transitions such as break and lunch times. This is a huge transition and will take time. We need to help our children to feel safe and secure again and to find their feet in the
school environment.

Areas of Key Importance:


Relationships – re-establish and strengthen – things to consider:

-



How can we create the feeling of connectedness and re-establish relationships when we have to socially distance?
Consider the role of play, how can we have fun and laugh together to help to re-establish relationships and connection?
Some children may need a key adult who welcomes them in the morning and checks in with them during the day. For others, the simple communication that
familiar staff are around, and they can talk to them when needed will be enough.
Re-establish and strengthen children’s relationships with their peers, and your staff’s relationships with each other. How can this be done when we need to
socially distance? Focusing on play, practical and outdoor activities will help to re-establish these relationships.

Create a feeling of safety in classrooms and in the school as a whole: This is extremely important as unless the basic need for safety is met the children will
not be able to learn.
Talk to children about the virus, what has happened and what will be different in school as a result. Make sure the children know what they will be returning
to, which classroom they will be in, who they will be with and which staff as well as any new routines.
Try to involve the children in creating new rules if possible. Make them as simple as possible.
Make practising the new rules as memorable and fun as possible. Scaffold rules to make them easier to follow.
Adults model keeping to rules and praise children for following them.
Share new rules with children’s families so they can be reinforced at home.
Reassure families of the precautions school are taking so parents feel confident and the children aren’t experiencing anxiety and fear around school at home.
Attached is a social story about social distancing at school which may be helpful.
Establish the classroom as a safe base, if the children are in a new classroom how can we make it theirs? (consider displays featuring photos/writing about
who we are in this class)
Establish routines which provide structure and predictability
Consider staff’s tone of voice, body language, playfulness with children.
Can we create safe spaces, corners, tents etc. where children can take time to feel safe and regulate?



Help children to understand and regulate their emotions
-

-

Explore children’s lived experiences of lockdown and establish those who need additional support. Last week we provided some ideas for sentence starters
and a worksheet template to help explore this. Beyond Words have some wordless picture books which are available for free download which may help you
to explore this topic with children. https://booksbeyondwords.co.uk/coping-with-coronavirus
Explore children’s emotions around returning to school. Some children will be thrilled to return to school, others will be nervous, anxious and scared. Are they
excited? Worried to leave home? Anxious about separation from their parents? Etc. Again the worksheet and sentence starters provided last week may give a
starting point for this. Transitional objects which help children to feel connected to and ‘held in mind’ by their parents/carers may also help some children.

-

Remember the importance of attachment in children’s emotional security. Our children’s attachment to key adults (teachers, other adults in school and their
peer group) has been rocked. For some of our children school was their place of safety and security and this was taken away from them. We need to repair
these attachment relationships.

Some key figures around attachment: 50% of lifetime mental illness begins before the age of 15. Many mental health difficulties are rooted in unmet attachment needs
and/or early trauma. 40% of children have an insecure attachment with at least one caregiver. As many as 80% of children diagnosed with ADHD have attachment
difficulties. (Information taken from https://www.evidenceforlearning.net/recoverycurriculum/ which is very much worth looking at in more detail!)

Some ideas to support children’s emotional regulation:
-

Give children time to complete activities which they personally find relaxing, listening to music, colouring, spending time outside etc.
Whole school/class activities like the daily mile, go noodle exercises, cosmic yoga, P.E. with Joe Wicks, brain breaks, breathing exercises etc will help children
to remain active and emotionally regulated throughout the day.
Person activity – Fill your outline with your current emotions. How do they feel? Where are they?

-



Create a worry or question box where children can post things that they would like to talk about. Or create a worry monster – link here
Safe place activity – see ideas about how to do this attached
Breathing activities – see resources attached

Re-establish learning behaviour, expectations and goal setting
-

Remember learning is developmental, children learn skills differently and their competencies differ.
Revisit previously covered skills and concepts which may have been disrupted.
Ensure the basic skills are covered and building blocks are secure before introducing new learning.
Engage in games which help children to recognise and appreciate their strengths.
Believe the children can achieve, don’t expect less
Make expectations clear, scaffold, model and chunk tasks into time-limited small steps
Provide clear feedback
Build strengths
Restore a sense of control
Promote resilience



Understand that all behaviour is communication
-

- Support children in sharing their fears, anxieties and hopes
- Help the to connect their emotions and behaviour
- Give children explicit ways to ask for help
- Consider the use of Dan Hughes PACE approach which emphases the need for connection before correction, this is not to say that a difficult incident will not
be discussed and resolved but children cannot ‘hear’ correction if they don’t first feel calm, connected to the adult and safe.
P – play – playful interactions will help to create feelings of safety and belonging, reduce stress and defuse situations
A – acceptance – offer acceptance and be empathetic “I know you feel worried about…” “You enjoyed spending so much time at home, it must be hard to
leave” etc.
C – curiosity – put aside own ideas and try to elicit child’s views by wondering about them “I’ve noticed you’ve been quiet I wonder if you are worried about
something?”
E – empathy – show them that we ‘get it’ “I know this is difficult for you, things have been very different lately” etc

Ideas to Support School Staff:








Can we provide safe places for our staff to take some time out? What are our staff rooms like? What do we have on the wall? Is the space calming and soothing?
What kind of light do we have? Could there be music? Plants/flowers? Snacks? etc.
Do we have ways for staff to explore the loss associated with this time? This will go from feeling isolated and distanced from our social networks right through to
grief. Can we hold an act of remembrance? Have a loss board they can contribute to?
Acknowledge things that have been positive over the time of lockdown… what have we noticed that has been pleasant, helpful or lovely?
We need to ensure that staff are supported on a day to day basis in school. Can we identify members of the senior leadership team who can provide time for
checking in and talking through difficult situations?
Could staff be provided with a ‘buddy’ or small group where staff can discuss tricky times and learn from each other?
Promote self-care and offer ways for this to happen through school, such as arranging physical, social or relaxation activities which staff can opt into, for example
mindfulness courses, team bonding activities
Provide opportunities for individual supervision or solution-focused meetings with an individual or group – Educational Psychologists, School Counsellors etc. will
be able to offer this. Sometimes the simple experience of being listened to, accepted and contained help a member of staff to remain resilient and consider
different ways of managing stressful situations.

Social Distancing Social Story
We have been inside because of Coronavirus. Coronavirus can make people feel very unwell.

To make sure we can help people stay safe, we have to be socially distant from others unless they live in our houses.

Social distancing means we have to stay two meters away from people when we are out in public.

2 Meters

When the government says we can go back to school, we will still have to practise social distancing when it is possible and we will need to
wash our hands more often.

Social distancing will help to keep us safe

It will feel strange because I cannot hug, high five or touch anyone who does not live in my house

Washing our hands will help us safe too
We must wash our hands for 20 seconds using soap and water

Things may feel different for a while, this might make me feel sad or worried

If I feel sad or worried I can talk to my parents or my teachers and they will help me feel happy and calm

Social distancing may be strange but it will help keep everyone happy, healthy and safe.

Procedure







Brain-storm what they believe their safe place is. Provide paper and materials to draw/write with.
Allow the child create an illustration of their safe place on a piece of paper. There should be little-to no restrictions as to what their safe place can
be.
The illustration can include pictures, collages, and even words to describe their safe place. For example, they may write “no yelling” as a rule that is
followed in their safe place.
Talk about the place, “Why is this your safe place? What makes this place so special to you?
Encourage the child to hang their drawing up in their room, or somewhere they will see it frequently.
Explain to your child that when they feel unsafe, threatened, angry, sad, anxious, or overwhelmed, that they can go to their “Safe Place.” If their
safe place is physically accessible, have them take a couple minutes there to cool off. However, if the safe place is a place in their imagination,
encourage them to go to a quiet area where they can imagine them being in their safe space.

A safe place can be described as anywhere your child feels comfortable. It could be the beach, their room, playing their favourite sport, or even a place they
have always dreamed of visiting.

Breathing Resources

