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When something frightening, unsettling, or disruptive happens

— whether in your community, your home, or the wider world —
getting your child back into their school routine can feel like a big
ask. For children of determination, who may already find change
and uncertainty challenging, the return to school can bring up
strong feelings and unexpected behaviors.

This guide is here to help. It is built on the best available research
from around the world, and it gives you clear, practical steps you
can take right now — at home, in the morning, and at pickup time.

One important thing to know before you read on:

«  Every child responds differently. Some children will show
clear signs of worry, fear, or distress. Others will adapt
quickly, or may not fully understand that something
happened at all.

*  Both responses are completely normal. There is no “right”
way for a child to react.

*  Whatever your child is showing you right now, the same
supportive actions will help. You do not need a different plan
for every possible response. You just need to meet your child
where they are today.

Understanding What Is Happening in Your Child’s
Body

Before we look at what to do, it helps to understand why your
child may be acting differently.

When children experience something frightening — or when they
sense that the adults around them are worried — their nervous
system shifts into what researchers call a “protection state.” Think
of it as the brain switching from learning mode to survival mode.

In protection mode:

*  The brain is scanning for danger — even when none is
present.

«  Emotions feel bigger and harder to manage.

+  Behavior that looks like “acting out” or stubbornness is often
the body’s way of coping with feeling unsafe.

«  Skills the child had before — in language, self-care, learning,
or social interaction — can temporarily disappear.

This is not misbehavior. It is not a step backwards. It is a normal,
protective response. And here is the most important thing: your
calm is the most powerful tool you have.

Research shows that children literally borrow regulation from the
adults around them. When you slow down, lower your voice, and
stay steady, your child’s nervous system starts to follow. You do
not need to have answers. You just need to be present.

Try this

Situation: Your child has been back at school for three days and
is suddenly clingy at drop-off, crying in a way they haven’t done
in years.

What you can do: Take a breath before you respond. Crouch
to their level. Say quietly: “I know this feels hard right now. Your
body is getting used to being back. | will be here when school
finishes.” Give a slow hug, hand them to their teacher, and leave
calmly. Your steady departure teaches their nervous system that
it is safe.

1. Keep the Routine Predictable

Structure is safety — especially right now

The brain loves knowing what comes next. When children know
the order of their day, they spend less mental energy scanning
for threats — which means more energy is available for learning,
communicating, and coping.

Research consistently shows that predictable daily routines lower
stress hormones in children’s bodies. This is true for every child, and
it is especially important for children of determination, many of
whom rely on routine as a primary way to feel safe and organized.

Simple things to do right now:

+  Wake up and go to bed at the same time every day — even
on weekends. Disrupted sleep makes everything harder.

«  Keep the morning routine the same, in the same order:
wake, wash, dress, eat, go. Use a visual schedule if that
helps your child.

«  Use a simple preview sentence: “First school, then home, then
dinner, then bath.” Say it the same way every morning.

«  Tell your child about changes the day before, not in the
moment. “Tomorrow, Grandma picks you up instead of me —
that’s the only difference.”

«  Use a goodbye phrase and stick to it. Say it the same way
every drop-off. Predictability reduces fear.

Try this

Situation: Your child asks repeatedly each morning “What
happens today?” even though the answer is always the same.

What you can do: Make a simple picture or word card with the
day’s order: School = Lunch - Library = Home — Dinner. Put it
where they can see it every morning. Answer the question the
same way each time. This is not a sign of a problem — it is your
child using the tools available to them to feel safe.

2. Your Calm Is Contagious
Children borrow steadiness from the adults they trust

This may be the single most important principle in this guide.
Decades of research confirm that a parent’s emotional state
directly affects a child’s ability to regulate their own feelings.
When you are stressed, your child’s body picks this up — even if
you have not said a word.

This is not about being perfect. It is about being good enough.
You do not need to pretend everything is fine. You just need to be
a steady presence that your child can lean on.

During a meltdown, a big emotion, or a refusal:

*  Lower your voice. Speak slowly and quietly. Volume and
urgency increase fear.

+  Use fewer words. In the middle of a big feeling, your child
cannot process long explanations.

«  Sit near them — not hovering, not demanding, just present.

«  Focus on calming first. Problem-solving and talking come
later, when the storm has passed.

«  Avoid asking “why” questions when your child is overwhelmed.
They do not know why. Their body is in survival mode.

Instead of saying... Try saying...

“Why are you acting like this?
“Your body is feeling a lot right

You were fine yesterday.”
now. I'm right here. We don’t
have to talk. I'm not going
anywhere.”

Instead of saying... Try saying...

“Stop crying. There’s nothing
to be scared of.”

“You feel scared right now.
That’s okay. Scared feelings
don’t last forever. I’'ve got you.”

A note for you, the parent:

« ltis hard to stay calm when you are also carrying worry,
exhaustion, or fear. That is completely understandable.

«  Taking care of your own feelings is not a luxury — it is part
of taking care of your child. Even small moments help: a few
slow breaths before school drop-off, five minutes alone with
a cup of tea, a voice note to a friend.

*  You do not need to have it all together. You just need to return
to calm when you can. That is enough.

3. Small Steps, Not Big Leaps

Confidence is rebuilt through success, not pressure

After a stressful period, your child’s capacity to learn, perform,
and behave as they did before will temporarily reduce. This is
not permanent. It is the nervous system protecting itself while
it recovers.

The temptation is to push for a quick return to normal. Research
consistently shows that this approach backfires. Confidence and
ability come back through small, achievable successes — not
through pressure or high expectations.

What small wins look like in practice:

*  Reduce the academic workload temporarily. If your child
normally does 30 minutes of homework, try 10 minutes for
the first week back. That is a success, not a failure.

»  Break tasks into the smallest possible steps. Instead of “get
ready for school,” say “first, let’s put on your socks.” One
step, then celebrate.

«  Praise the effort, not the result. “You tried something hard
today. | noticed that.” Not: “You should have done better.”

«  Count presence as a win. Getting to school and staying —
even a short day — is an achievement right now.

e Aim for progress, not performance. A child who went from
refusing to go, to sitting in the car, to walking inside — has
taken three steps forward.

Try this

Situation: Your child is refusing to do any homework since
returning to school. Arguments at the table are getting worse.

What you can do: Stop the homework battle for now. Instead,
try this: sit together for ten minutes with no pressure. Say: “Let’s
just look at this together. You don’t have to write anything yet.” If
they engage even slightly, that is a win. Build on it the next night.
Homework matters less right now than rebuilding their sense of
safety at the table.

L. Reduce What You Can, When You Can

A stressed nervous system has less room for noise, rush, and
demands

When a child is in a stress response, their brain is already working
very hard just to feel safe. This leaves less capacity for everything
else: processing instructions, managing sensory input, handling
transitions between activities, and coping with tiredness.

This is not an excuse. It is a biological fact. And the good news is
that small adjustments at home can make a meaningful difference.

Common overload triggers — and what to do:

»  Noise and chaos in the morning: Turn off the television,
reduce background sound, and speak quietly. Give your
child more time to get ready — even 15 extra minutes removes
significant pressure.

. Multiple instructions at once: Give one instruction at a time.
Wait for it to be completed before the next. “Socks first.”
Then: “Now shoes.”

. The rush between school and the next demand: Build in at
least 20—30 minutes of unstructured, low-demand time after
school before asking anything of your child.

»  Screen time in the evening: Screens can heighten arousal and
make sleep harder. Reduce screen time in the hour before bed.

«  Tiredness: Overtired children are dysregulated children. Sleep
is not a reward — it is medicine.

Try this

Situation: After school, your child comes home and immediately
becomes difficult — refusing to eat, shouting, or shutting down.

What you can do: They are not choosing to be difficult. Their
nervous system has been working at maximum capacity all day.
When they walk through the door, they need to release. Try

this: have a snack ready with no talking required. No questions
about school. No activities planned. Just twenty minutes of quiet
alongside you. Then, when they are settled, you can gently re-
engage.

5. Let Your Child Show You How They Feel

You don’t need to fix it — you just need to receive it

One of the most powerful things a parent can do is simply make
space for feelings to exist — without immediately trying to fix
them, correct them, or take them away. Research shows that
children who have a trusted adult who receives their emotions
without judgement recover more quickly after stressful events.

This does not mean encouraging your child to keep talking about
frightening things or dwelling in distress. It means staying open to
whatever they bring — a mood, a question, a piece of play — and
responding in a way that says: “I see you. I'm not scared of your
feelings. You are safe with me.”

For children who do not use words, or who use very few words,
expression looks different. Changes in behaviour, appetite, sleep,
play, or how they respond to touch are all communications. Trust
what you see. Respond to the message underneath the behaviour.

Ways to create space for expression:

»  During a quiet, calm moment — not in a rush — you might
say: “l wondered if you had any thoughts about things lately.
You don’t have to say anything. I’'m just here.” Then wait.

«  Follow your child’s lead in play. If they are playing out
something that seems connected to a stressful event, do not
correct the play. Join it gently or stay nearby.

*  When your child expresses something hard, try not to
immediately reassure. Instead, reflect: “That sounds like it
was really scary.” Then wait.

»  If your child gets angry, resist the urge to match that energy.
Say: “You're really angry right now. That’s okay. I’'m going to
stay right here.”

*  For non-verbal or minimally verbal children: offer a simple
choice of emotion cards or pictures. Let them point, or just be
nearby — physical presence communicates safety without
needing words.

Instead of saying... Try saying...

“You have to calm down.
Stop making everything
about this.”

“It makes sense that you're
feeling this way. I’'m not going
anywhere. You can feel this
with me right here.”

Try this

Situation: Your child keeps asking the same question about
something frightening that happened — “Is it going to happen
again?” — even after you have answered.

What you can do: They are not asking for information. They are
asking for reassurance that they are safe. Answer simply and

the same way each time: “Right now, you are safe. | am here.
And we have a plan if we ever need one.” Then gently redirect

to something concrete: “Now — what shall we have for dinner?”
Repetitive questions often reduce when the child feels the answer
is being truly heard, not managed.

6. Give It Time

And Expect Some Steps Back Recovery is not a straight line

Almost every child shows some degree of regression after a
stressful event. This means skills, behaviours, or independence
they had before may temporarily disappear. Toilet accidents
might return. Sleep may be disrupted. A child who was managing
transitions well might need extra support again.

This is temporary. Research shows that most children, when given
consistent, supportive care, stabilise and recover their previous
abilities within a few weeks. The key word is “consistent” — not
perfect, not intense, but steady and predictable.

Signs of regression that are normal and expected:

«  Clinginess — wanting to be near you more than usual, or
difficulty separating at school drop-off.

* lrritability and emotional outbursts — tears, frustration, or
anger that seems out of proportion.

*  Avoidance — not wanting to go to school, refusing activities
they previously enjoyed.

»  Sleep changes — difficulty falling asleep, waking in the night,
wanting to sleep with you.

»  Skill regression — difficulties with things they could manage
before (dressing, eating independently, etc.).

These are not signs of failure. They are signs that your child is
processing something hard. Your job is not to push through these
signs, but to respond to them with the same steady calm you are
bringing to everything else.

Try this

Situation: Your child was fully independent at drop-off before the
disruption. Now they cry every morning and won’t let go of you.

What you can do: Do not try to eliminate the distress all at once.
Instead, build a gradual sequence: Week 1 — stay five minutes

at the gate. Week 2 — say goodbye at the entrance. Week 3 —
goodbye at the car. Each step is a success. Praise specifically: “You
walked through the gate today. That was brave.” Do not say “See,
that wasn’t so bad” — it validates the fear without dismissing it.

Remember: Every Child Is Different

This guide describes strategies that work across a wide range
of children and responses. But your child is an individual. Some
of these ideas will resonate immediately. Others may need
adapting. That is not only okay — it is expected.

Some children will need much more support than these strategies
provide. Others will need very little — they will walk back into
school, reconnect with friends, and carry on with barely a missed
step. Both experiences are valid. Neither means you are doing
something wrong.

The most consistent message from decades of research is this: a
caring, present, steady adult is the single most important thing a
child needs when they are navigating something difficult. You are
already that for your child. These strategies are simply tools to
support what you are already doing.

When to Ask for More Support

Most children will settle back into their routines within a few weeks
with the support described in this guide. But sometimes a child
needs more than a parent can provide on their own, and that is
completely okay.

Consider speaking to your child’s doctor, school counsellor, or a
mental health professional if you notice any of the following —
especially if the signs have lasted more than two to three weeks,
or are getting worse rather than better:

Reach out for support if your child is showing:

»  Panic episodes — sudden intense fear, fast breathing, or
physical distress — that are interfering with daily life (eating,
sleeping, leaving the house).

»  Atotal refusal to attend school, combined with physical
symptoms like vomiting or pain that have no clear medical
cause.

* A complete withdrawal from activities, people, or play they
previously enjoyed — lasting more than two weeks.

*  Regression or difficulties that are getting worse, not better,
after several weeks of support at home.

*  Any talk of not wanting to be here, not wanting to exist, or
harming themselves. These comments should always be
taken seriously.

»  Behaviour that is becoming unsafe for your child or others.

If you are unsure, reach out anyway. Asking for support is not
an overreaction. Early support almost always leads to better
outcomes than waiting.

Quick Reference: Your Six Actions at a Glance

1. Keep the same wake time, bedtime, and morning routine
every day. Tell your child what happens next.

In hard moments, lower your voice and use fewer words.
Calm yourself first, then your child.

Break tasks into small steps. Celebrate presence and effort.
Reduce academic demands temporarily.

Protect the morning from rush. Build in 20—30 minutes of
quiet after school. Give instructions one at a time.

Make space for feelings without trying to fix them. Reflect
what you hear. Wait. You don’t need answers.

Expect regression. Respond with patience, not pressure. Most
children recover with steady, consistent support.
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