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Managing School Morning Anxiety:  
A Guide for Parents & Carers 
 
When your child is struggling with school a5endance, mornings can feel impossible. This 
resource offers prac>cal strategies you can use the night before and on the morning itself to 
help your child manage anxiety and make it through the door. 
 
These approaches work because they reduce uncertainty, give your child a sense of control, 
and break overwhelming feelings into manageable steps. They won't eliminate anxiety 
overnight, but they create condi>ons where your child can cope be5er. 
 
 

 
 
An Important Note Before You Start 
These strategies work best when your child feels safe and supported at school. If you have 
concerns that your child's needs aren't being met during the school day, whether that's 
around friendships, learning, sensory needs, or something else, it's worth having that 
conversa>on with school first. Pushing through morning anxiety when school itself feels 
unsafe can make things worse rather than be5er. Most schools will welcome an open 
conversa>on about how to support your child more effec>vely. 
 
The strategies below expand on each of these approaches, with specific scripts and examples to help 
you implement them. Read through all seven to get the full picture, then choose one or two to focus 
on this week. 
 

 
Quick Reference: Your Morning Anxiety Toolkit 

 
The Night Before: 

• Pack bags and lay out clothes together 
• Create a visual checklist they can >ck off 
• Keep evening rou>ne predictable and calm 
• End posi>vely: "Tomorrow we'll take it one step at a >me" 
• Avoid lengthy worry conversa>ons before bed 

 
The Morning Of: 

• Wake gently - connec>on before demands 
• Break everything into >ny, achievable steps 
• Build in one pressure-release moment (hot chocolate, stroking pet, music) 
• Acknowledge anxiety briefly, then redirect to ac>on 
• Use your agreed "Plan B" on overwhelming days 
• Keep instruc>ons simple and repe>>ve: "Shoes, coat, car" 
• Stay calm and physically close - guide them through 
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This might feel like a lot when you're already exhausted and mornings feel impossible. You don't 
need to do all of this perfectly. Even one small change - waking them more gently, or preparing 
clothes the night before - can shiH the whole morning. Start where you can, and be kind to yourself 
in the process. 
 
 
 
1. Build the night before runway 
The morning doesn't start when your child wakes up, it starts the evening before. Crea>ng 
calm the night before gives anxiety less room to take hold. 
 
Pack bags together, lay out uniform or clothes, and prepare breakfast choices before bed. 
This isn't about being controlling - it's about removing decision points that feel enormous 
when anxiety is high. A Year 3 child who knows their PE kit is ready won't lie awake worrying 
about it. A Year 10 student who's chosen their clothes won't spiral about what to wear when 
they're already feeling shaky. 
 
Keep the evening rou>ne predictable and end it posi>vely. If your child goes to bed aWer 
conflict about tomorrow, that anxiety marinates overnight. A simple "Tomorrow we'll take it 
one step at a >me, and I'll be right there with you" gives them something steadier to hold 
onto. 
 
 
What helps: Crea>ng a visual checklist they can >ck off (bag packed ✓, uniform ready ✓, 
water bo5le filled ✓) 
 
What doesn't help: Lengthy conversa>ons about school worries right before bed - this 
ac>vates anxiety when they need to wind down 
 
Script to try: "Let's get tomorrow ready now so morning-you has an easier >me. What shall 
we sort first?" 
 
 
 
2. Wake them with connecFon, not urgency 
How the morning starts sets the tone for everything that follows. Anxious children are 
already braced for difficulty, waking them gently gives them a chance to regulate before 
demands begin. 
 
Build in >me for a calm wake-up. This might mean se\ng your alarm 15 minutes earlier. Sit 
on their bed, use a soW voice, perhaps a gentle hand on their shoulder. For younger children, 
you might bring a favourite teddy to "wake them up too." For teenagers, this might look like 
opening curtains quietly and giving them a few minutes before you come back. 
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Avoid launching straight into the morning >meline. "It's 7:15, you need to be dressed by 
7:30" immediately cranks up pressure. Instead, help them transi>on into the day: "Morning 
love, I've put your clothes on the radiator so they're warm." 
 
 
What helps: Predictable wake-up rou>nes (same >me, same person if possible, same gentle 
approach) 
 
What doesn't help: Surprise wake-ups, bright lights suddenly on, or immediately lis>ng 
everything they need to do 
 
Script to try: "Good morning. Take a minute to wake up properly, then come down when 
you're ready. No rush yet." 
 
 
 
3. Offer small, manageable first steps 
When anxiety is high, the whole morning feels like an insurmountable mountain. Break it 
down into the smallest possible steps and celebrate each one. 
 
Don't think about ge\ng them to school - think about ge\ng them to the next achievable 
thing. Can they sit up? Brilliant. Can they put on one sock? Amazing. Can they come 
downstairs? You're doing it. Each >ny step completed is evidence they can cope, which 
makes the next step feel more possible. 
 
This ma5ers across all ages. A Year 1 child might need "Can you bring teddy downstairs?" A 
Year 7 student might need "Can you just sit at the table, even if you don't eat yet?" The 
principle is the same - make success achievable. 
 
Acknowledge the difficulty without dwelling on it. "I know this is really hard right now, and 
you're doing it anyway" is more powerful than "Come on, it's not that bad." 
 
 
What helps: Breaking tasks into micro-steps ("Let’s put our feet on the floor" rather than 
"Get dressed") 
 
What doesn't help: Focusing on the end point ("You've got to be in school by 8:45") when 
they're struggling with step one 
 
Script to try: "You don't have to think about school yet. Right now, we're just ge\ng 
downstairs. That's all." 
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4. Create a pressure-release moment 
Build in one predictable moment each morning where your child doesn't have to perform or 
push through - they can just exist for a few minutes. 
 
This might be si\ng together with a hot chocolate before anyone speaks about the day 
ahead. It might be five minutes stroking the dog. For older children, it might be listening to a 
par>cular song in the car before you set off. The specific ac>vity ma5ers less than the 
consistency - this becomes their anchor point, the bit of morning they can trust won't be 
hard. 
 
This isn't avoidance or reward for anxiety - it's strategic regula>on. You're giving their 
nervous system a chance to se5le before asking them to do something difficult. A Year 4 
child who's had five calm minutes colouring while you make toast has more capacity to face 
ge\ng ready than one who's been hurried and pressured from the moment they opened 
their eyes. 
 
Protect this >me fiercely. Don't use it for nego>a>ons about school or checking if they're 
"feeling be5er yet." 
 
 
What helps: The same ac>vity in the same place at roughly the same >me each morning 
 
What doesn't help: Skipping it when you're running late, or using it to talk about feelings 
and worries 
 
Script to try: "This is our calm-down >me. We're not sor>ng anything out right now, we're 
just si\ng together." 
 
 
 
5. Name the anxiety without amplifying it 
Acknowledging that your child is anxious validates their experience. But asking repeatedly 
"Are you feeling anxious?" or "How anxious are you?" can accidentally make them focus 
more intensely on the feeling. 
 
Use simple, ma5er-of-fact acknowledgment. "I can see this is tough right now" or "Your 
body is feeling a bit wobbly this morning" describes what you observe without requiring 
them to analyse or defend how they feel. For younger children, you might say "Your worry is 
being loud today." For teenagers, "I know this feels rubbish." 
 
Then gently redirect toward ac>on. Not "Don't worry" or "Calm down" - both are impossible 
when someone is anxious - but toward the next small thing they can do. Anxiety reduces 
through ac>on, not through talking ourselves out of it. 
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If your child wants to talk about their worries, listen briefly but don't get pulled into 
problem-solving mode during the morning rush. "That sounds hard. Let's get through this 
morning, and we can talk about that properly aWer school when we have >me to sort it." 
 
 
What helps: Brief valida>on followed by gentle redirec>on to ac>on 
 
What doesn't help: Lengthy reassurance, repeated checking of anxiety levels, or trying to 
logic them out of feelings 
 
Script to try: "I hear you. And I know you can do hard things. What's one small thing we can 
do right now?" 
 
 
 
6. Have a "bare minimum" plan for really tough mornings 
Some mornings will be worse than others. On days when anxiety is overwhelming, having a 
pre-agreed "Plan B" stops you both from spiralling into conflict or defeat. 
 
Decide in advance what cons>tutes success on a difficult day. Maybe it's ge\ng to school 
but going straight to the office instead of class. Maybe it's arriving late but arriving. Maybe 
it's doing a shortened day. This needs to be agreed with school beforehand so you're not 
making it up under pressure. 
 
Frame this clearly to your child: "Today feels like a Plan B day. That means we're aiming for 
[specific adjusted goal] instead of the full morning. We're s>ll going, just differently." This 
removes the binary of "go to school or don't" and replaces it with "how can we make this 
manageable today?" 
 
For younger children, Plan B might be "You can take your comfort toy today even though it 
usually stays home." For older students, it might be "We'll drive instead of the bus" or "You 
can message me at break >me." 
 
 
What helps: Having this plan wri5en down and agreed when everyone is calm, not 
nego>ated in the moment 
 
What doesn't help: Making it up differently every >me, or using it as a threat ("If you don't 
get ready now, we're doing Plan B") 
 
Script to try: "This is a Plan B morning. We talked about this. Here's what we're doing 
instead." 
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7. Maintain the direcFon of travel 
The hardest part of paren>ng an anxious child through difficult mornings is holding the 
boundary that school is where we're going, while being compassionate about how hard that 
is. 
 
This doesn't mean dragging a screaming child out the door. It means maintaining a calm, 
consistent message: "I know this is horrible. And we're s>ll going. I'm going to help you do 
this." Then you follow through by breaking it into smaller steps, offering the support they 
need, and staying alongside them. 
 
Avoid ge\ng into debates about whether school is necessary or fair. "I'm not going" needs a 
response like "I understand you feel that way. Let's get your shoes on" rather than reasons 
why they should go. Keep instruc>ons simple and repeat them calmly: "Shoes, coat, car. 
That's all we're doing right now." 
 
Be prepared that you might need to drive them while they're s>ll upset, walk them in while 
they're s>ll wobbly, or hand them over to staff while they're s>ll resistant. That's not failing - 
that's helping them do something their anxiety is telling them they can't. 
 
What helps: Calm, repe>>ve instruc>ons and staying physically close to guide them through 
 
What doesn't help: Reasoning, pleading, or ge\ng emo>onally ac>vated yourself 
 
Script to try: "I can see how hard this is. I'm not going to make you do this alone, but we are 
doing it. Next step is [the smallest possible thing]." 
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This Week, Try This 
Pick one strategy from the list above that feels most doable for your family. Implement it 
consistently for five days before deciding if it helps. 
 
When It's Not GeXng BeYer 
If mornings remain significantly difficult for more than two weeks despite trying these 
approaches, contact your child's school. They may be able to offer staggered starts, a key 
person to meet your child, or involvement from pastoral support. 
 
These approaches work best when home and school are working together. If anxiety is 
persis>ng or worsening, it's worth having an open conversa>on with school about whether 
there's anything happening during the school day that needs addi>onal support - whether 
that's friendships, learning, sensory needs, or something else. Most schools will welcome 
this conversa>on as a chance to problem-solve together. Persistent morning anxiety around 
school a5endance some>mes signals underlying issues that need a team approach. 
 
QuesFons to reflect on: 

• Which part of the morning feels hardest for my child right now? 
• What's one thing I could prepare the night before that would help? 
• Do we have a Plan B agreed with school for overwhelming mornings? 

 
You know your child best. Some of these strategies will fit your family, others won't. The goal 
isn't perfect mornings, it's manageable ones where your child gets through the door with 
their dignity intact and your rela>onship protected. Small improvements count. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 - Please feel free to use and share this resource with appropriate credit –  
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To access online courses and resources, visit: pookyknightsmith.com 


