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Transitions and Anxiety 

 

Transitions of all kinds can be difficult for children with special needs.   

 

The transition from home to school in the morning is often emotionally challenging for 

children. The child temporarily leaves his parents with whom he feels safe, secure and 

warm.  Each day as he enters the front door of the school, he has to let go of the 

comfortable knowledge that his feelings are known and understood and risk going into a 

less known situation which may strike him as unpredictable and less secure.   For many 

children their anxiety arises at this time. This makes them less able to listen, process 

information, and respond.  They aren’t ready to learn.  It can also lead to discipline issues 

driven by the child’s anxiety. 

 

Recognizing the child’s anxiety provides us with an opportunity to help the child 

smoothly transition by reducing his/her anxiety. Eventually we want the child to find 

elements of the same feeling of safety and security in relationships with his peers, his 

teachers and in the pleasurable engagement with the content of the classroom work itself 

as he felt with his parents.  A favorite adult can help the child reduce anxiety by setting a 

positive approving tone at the start of each day.  

 

When: as soon as the child arrives at school. 

 

Where: anywhere, sitting in the corridor waiting for the door to open, at the child’s desk 

when he first enters the classroom, on the floor in the reading corner, or in a separate 

space full of toys or sensory equipment.  

 

Who: a person that the child feels close to.  

 

What does the adult do?  

The teacher needs to be present with the child and tune-in to how he is feeling and 

thinking. The adult looks for a way to engage the child in a way that he or she enjoys: 

chatting, sometimes playing, sometimes being quiet, perhaps drawing, perhaps reading or 

telling stories.  The adult is showing by their response that they approve of the child and 

want to be with them.  They begin to have fun together, smiling, laughing, joking. This 

will lower the child’s anxiety and helping him/her to be able to listen and engage – to be 

fully present at school. The connection regulates the child. Spending a few minutes 

connecting with the child before each challenge or transition enables him to feel that you 

are travelling together somewhere new and that is much less scary than being in an 

unknown situation by himself.  

 

Be Empathic 

This is a time when the adult is primarily listening and responding rather than teaching, 

or telling the child what to do. It may help the child to go over his schedule at this time so 

he knows what is going to happen next. At this time reduce your level of expectation on 

the child.  
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Each small transition throughout the day carries the same risk for the anxious child of 

shifting from a known, comfortable situation to another one which may, in the child’s 

mind, be more risky and more uncomfortable.  At each of these transitions, having the 

company of a firm and supportive adult for a few minutes before the transition and during 

it, who listens to the child’s experience and is prepared to walk beside him can make the 

difference between a transition which is manageable and in which the child behaves well 

and one in which the child feels insecure and acts out.  

 

Communication.  

The child needs to understand what is going to happen next, what he will be expected to 

do and for how long.  This information needs to be in a form the child can understand and 

remember for example by writing it down or using a picture schedule.  Be empathic but 

clarify expectations. Listen - but do not be derailed from the plan. The adult’s job is to 

hold the structure and rhythm of the day. The overall rhythm gives the child a structure 

which gives them safety. Too many choices makes the child confused.  

 

Transition objects 

The parents can offer the child a security object (a talisman/attachment object/a note/ a 

photo). Teachers give value to these objects and can help the child to imagine their 

parents’ love even when the parent is not present. In his mind’s eye the child will 

eventually carry the security that they give him with him even when he is away from 

them. You can help this along by encouraging his feelings of safety.  

 

Thinking About Tomorrow Game with parents 

The day before, at a quiet moment, perhaps in bed. Parents might play the “Thinking 

About Tomorrow Game”.  By talking about the things that are going to happen you can 

help the child to rehearse in their mind how they may feel.  Just visualizing in advance 

what it may be like sometimes helps the child by acclimatizing them to the feelings they 

are going to feel.  

You can also use this time to help the child to picture what steps they will take and what 

they will see. For example, you may tell them a story, about how you will drive 

Mommy’s car and they will sit in the red seat and go past the palm tree and Hugo’s 

house. You will park the car in the parking lot and walk with them to the door. You can 

tell them you will give them a hug and a kiss. Helping them to visualize what is going to 

happen strengthens their visualization skills and gives them a sense of sequence and order 

for the day to come. Visualize also the moment when the child will great you and return 

home.  

 


