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The beginning of the year is a busy time for parents. Not only do we have to keep our children entertained over the school holidays, we need to prepare them for school and their extra curricular activities for the first term. 
Last year close to 10,000 parents contacted our counselling service to discuss a wide range of parenting concerns. Discipline still continues to be a major issue for parents.

Our counselling team are all professional counsellors who can talk through parenting concern and help parents to recognise what they are already doing that is helpful and to give some suggestions about alternate ways to manage challenging behaviours.

Every month the Parent Line Counsellors write a short article about a relevant parenting topic.

This month the topic is “Helping Children Manage Change”

At the beginning of the year children are faced with many changes to their lives.  They have new teachers, new class mates, sometimes new schools, pre-schools and even new extra curricular activities.  It’s a lot for a child to manage.

Often a good place to start with is reflecting on your own response to change.  How do you feel about change? Do you like surprises? Children are no different to adults in this regard.  For some, change is very challenging.

Here are some ways to help children feel safe when things are changing in their world:

1. Develop routines and rituals
It is important for children to have well developed routines and rituals in their lives.  Even if they cannot control the changes that are occurring such as new teachers and classmates, there are aspects of their lives that are consistent and known. This might mean a well developed routine for getting to school.

2. Gentle and slow approach

Whilst children are managing the anxiety related to changes at school, it is important for other aspects of the child’s life to be slowed down.  For the first few weeks of the term, ensure that you spend some gentle together time with your child before school. You might eat breakfast together, take the dog for a walk or have a cuddle in bed when you wake up.  A fast pace beginning to the morning can be stressful for children and can set them up to not manage other stress invoking situations very well.
3. Comfort Objects

Most children have comfort objects when they are toddlers.  Older children can also benefit from having some comfort objects.  A familiar pencil case, key ring, small notes from parents in their lunch box etc anything that you can associate with comfort and safety. Sometimes parents can give a new object for them that symbolises their bravery, ability to meet challenges, friendliness etc. It can be whatever quality the child is learning to develop. This could be a necklace, a badge for their bag or a key ring or something that the child can have with them all day at school.
4. Listen to their fears and concerns

Often parents dismiss children’s fears because they seem insignificant. Children have not had the life experiences that parents have and they are just learning to develop the skills in dealing with fears and change.  It is important to let children know that everyone gets unsettled by change and that it’s ok to have those feelings.  Parents can also remind children that there are ways that they can learn to cope with these fears and concerns.  Just having their feelings listened to and validated can be a powerful way forward.

5. Plan ahead

Discuss with your child what might happen. Talk through situations that may crop up that they are unfamiliar with. It is important not to scare children with too many “what if” scenarios that are unlikely to happen.  Planning ahead might be “what might happen if you can’t find your friends at lunch time”, “What about if you don’t know what to do in class?” for younger children you might need to discuss going to the toilet in the recess and lunch breaks.

6. Develop some strategies

Come up with 2 or 3 simple strategies for children when they are faced with uncertainties or fear.  One might be some breathing exercises that they can use anywhere.  Teach them the power of deep breathing. Another might be giving them some powerful self talk “I am getting better and better at learning how to manage my fear”. Another might be to imagine them putting all their worries in a worry box that they can share with you later on.  It’s a great opportunity to be creative!
7. After school routine

Keep the after school routine as simple and stress free as possible for the first few weeks.  Children are often hot and overwhelmed when they leave school in the afternoon. Where ever possible give children the opportunity to have some winding down time after school.  Leave the homework until later on in the afternoon. Try to leave the shopping or chores for another time. Even half and hour or an hour of time to have afternoon tea and wind down can really help a child manage their stress and to feel safe.

8. Notice achievements

Notice when your child has managed, or is attempting to manage a challenging situation. It is good to tell them exactly what you have noticed including the specific behaviour that was helpful. Praise them and remind them about how they are learning to deal with all kinds of new challenges and how proud of them you are.  Tell the family about their achievements when they can hear you.  Praise is a wonderful tool for encouraging growth in children.
Parent Line Counsellors are available to talk through any parenting issue 24 hours a day 7 days a week on 1300 1300 52.  We also have a website www.parentline.org.au with lots of facts sheets about parenting issues.
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