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Uniform: check. School bag: check. Social 
and emotional skills: check? A child faces 
big changes to their little world when they 

start ‘big’ school. 
 
 

Things like the physical environment, rules and procedures, and 
expectations to socialise and start formal learning are all-new and 
can be really daunting. Think about how you’ve felt starting a new 
job or going to a party where you don’t know anyone. It’s even 
harder for kids as they don’t yet have well-developed 
interpersonal skills. 
 
But don’t panic. You just have to look at starting school as a 
process that starts before the first day and continues on into the 
school year. It just takes a bit of awareness and preparation on 
your part to get your darling school-ready. In fact, kids who start 
off in a positive way are more relaxed, are better learners, have 
stronger relationships, and generally feel like they belong. 
 

 
Although transitions can occur at many different time periods, several periods are typical. The transition into 
formal school is the first major school transition; however, for some children, who already have attended 
childcare or preschool, the transition into formal school may be much easier than for other children, who have 
stayed at home until just prior to school. 
 
Transitions are extremely important because they represent major shifts in the daily contexts in which children 
and adolescents interact. For some students, the transition is smooth and peaceful, whereas for others it is 
stressful. 
 
School transitions are related to a variety of behavioral and psychological changes. Research indicates that across 
transitions, students often experience changes in relationships with peers, parents, and teachers. In addition, 
behavioral problems often become evident after a school transition. 
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It is very important for educators to be well prepared to assist students during transitional periods. Teachers 
cannot assume that students will naturally adjust to new learning environments with little difficulty. Educators 
must attend to the developmental needs of children and work collaboratively with parents. 
 
 There are things parents can do to help children feel confident and optimistic about starting school. You could 
talk with them about what school will be like. Borrow books from the library with positive stories about starting 
school. Maybe share some happy stories from your own school days.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parents can also help children to build confidence and optimism by encouraging a habit of positive thinking. 
Asking children to tell you about the good things that happen each day helps develop this healthy habit. 
 
 

Getting ready 
 

To prepare children for school you could: 
 involve your child in preparing for school, eg. shopping for their uniform, school bag and lunch box. 

Make sure they can manage their lunchbox and school bag  
 plan for healthy lunches, snacks and water to drink  
 help your child learn to dress themselves, and to use the toilet on their own  
 establish the bedtime and morning routine that they will have when they start school. It is very 

important that they get enough sleep  
 practice the route you will take when you walk, drive or ride to school  
 plan to take your child to school on the first day. Show them where you will pick them up at the end of 

the day. Make sure you are always on time. A few minutes can seem like a long time to a young child. 
 

If your child is worried, ask them what would help, eg. who should take them to school, where they want to say 
goodbye, what they want to do after school. Having some control can help children manage their fears.  
Relax! If you are stressed, your child may sense this and worry too. 
 
There are plenty of kids who don’t enjoy school, but for some 
primary school children the issue can be due to stress and anxiety 
over being separated from their parents.  
 
There’s always at least one child in every class who suffers from 
separation anxiety – and it’s distressing for all concerned. How 
many parents have finally managed to extricate themselves from 
their howling child, only to fall in a heap themselves when they 
reach the car? 
 
 
 



Primary school children who regularly get distressed when being left at school are often classified as having 
separation anxiety disorder. This can sound serious, but in nearly all cases, the child will improve over time – with 
the occasional relapse. 
 
It’s natural for your young child to feel anxious when you say goodbye. Although it can be difficult, separation 
anxiety is a normal stage of development. With understanding, patience and coping strategies, it can be relieved 
and should fade as your child gets older. 
 
There’s lots of advice out there on how to deal with it – but understanding your child and working on some 
common sense strategies to deal with it is sometimes the best approach. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Try these tips to break the crying at drop-off cycle: 
 
 Explain beforehand your drop-off procedure so she is completely aware of what will happen. And then tell 

her when you’ll be back, and from where you’ll be picking her up. 
 Involve your child’s class teacher in the process as she will be left with your crying child. 
 Don’t hang around at school or prolong the goodbyes. You may need to run through the pick-up process 

again. 
 Never sneak out – make sure she knows you’ve left. 
 Try to appear relaxed with a happy or calm expression. 
 Set up a reward chart in which your child works towards something special, putting a sticker on each day 

she separates from you without too much trouble. 
 
It’s worth noting that for some kids, the crying and howling at drop-off can last for weeks and may reappear after 
school holidays for a few days. Separation anxiety disorder is not a normal stage of development, but a problem 
characterised by extreme distress when a child is away from the primary caregiver. Unlike the occasional worries 
that children may feel at times of separation, separation anxiety disorder causes fears that limit a child’s ability to 
engage in school life. 
 
Separation anxiety disorder can get in the way of kids’ normal activities. Children with this disorder may: 
 

http://www.kidspot.com.au/discoverycentre/Joy-of-discovery-Rewards-charts-Printable-reward-and-chore-charts+5663+554+article.htm


 Refuse to go to school. A child with separation anxiety disorder may have an unreasonable fear of school, 
and will do almost anything to stay home. 

 Display reluctance to go to sleep. Anxiety may make these children insomniacs, either because of the fear 
of being alone or due to nightmares about separation. 

 Complain of physical sickness like a headache or stomach ache. At the time of separation, or before, 
children with this disorder often complain they feel ill. 

 Cling to the caregiver. Children with separation problems may shadow you around the house or cling to 
your arm or leg if you attempt to step out. 

 While in most cases worries about separation simply pass as children adapt to school life, if you think your 
child needs some help dealing with her anxiety, see a health professional such as a GP who can refer you to 
a child psychologist or even an anxiety clinic. 

 
  
Thinking about transition to school 
 

You can make sure your child has the best start possible by supporting their: 
 
    social skills – line up some play dates and encourage sharing and taking turns. Practise the back-and-forth 

of conversation, and chat about social rules (eg “We have to wait to have our chance to speak, don’t we?”) 
   emotional skills – give them extra warmth and support if they’re feeling vulnerable. Show them how to 

express and label their emotions as they arise (eg “It sounds like you’re really angry at your brother. Do you 
want to tell me about it?”) 

   independence skills – encourage them to take responsibility for tasks (like dressing or going to the toilet by 
themselves) and to care for their belongings. Let them make small choices (say, about what clothes to wear 
or snacks to pack) to boost their confidence 

   learning skills – help them recognise letters and numbers (not that they need to know how to read or write 
yet), and to focus on small tasks. Work with them on listening and following instructions (eg “Now that I’ve 
shown you how to mix the cordial, let’s see if you can do it by yourself!”). 
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