moving schools

September can be an exciting but nerve-wracking time for our
children, whether they’re starting primary or secondary school, or
switching schools due to a move. Siobhan Mason discovers ways to
make the transition go smoothly, whatever their age
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Siobhan Mason, mum to an 11-year-old girl and
13-year-old boy, went to three primary schools
herself as she moved house a lot. At one school,
she didn't like the person sitting next to her in
class. After her parents spoke to the school, her
teacher suggested that everyone move places

the next day, before winking at Siobhan. Siobhan
presumes (and hopes) teachers today would be a goes on. “We also encourage them
little more subtle! to pour their own drinks (even if it’s
.'oooooo.0ooooo.0000.0.o.oooooo.ccocooooccOo.oooooo.. meSSy), butter their own toast, and

"We encourage children to have
a go at putting on their own shoes
and hanging their coats on their
pegs from an early age,” Caroline
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The curriculum for reception children is primarily play-based, making your
child’s experience similar to pre-school (Fhoto: Bath Play Project)

use a knife and fork, because these
skills will help them be independent
at lunchtime. If it takes a bit of time,
it doesn’t matter because we have
it It's tempting for parents to think
‘it's quicker if | do it,’ but the more
practice and praise children get,
the quicker they become.”

Parents can help by encouraging
these independence skills at home.

When the big day looms,
Caroline advises parents to park
their own anxiety. “Try not to
drag out drop-off. If they're upset,
acknowledge it, but follow up with
firm reassurance. Say something
like, ‘l know it's upsetting, I'm going
to miss you too but I'm going to be
back soon.’ Children who cry when
their parents are leaving are almost
always fine once they've gone.”

It's worth remembering that
children are still following the

same Early Years Foundation

Stage curriculum as pre-school.

“It is ‘big’ school, but it involves
similar routines” explains Caroline.
“It's only really the setting that’s
different. Plus, they are surrounded
by professionals who have seen
hundreds of children start school,
and are there to support them.”

Changing schools
Sometimes children move schools
due to relocation or an issue with
the school they are at. It's always
best to solve issues at the current
school if possible, but if moving is
inevitable, remember that children
are more adaptable than we think.
Although your child’s new school
will receive transfer documents
from their old school, it's a great
idea to supplement them with extra
information on your child, including

any outside school interests and
achievements. Visiting the school
first and reading up on their policies
(such as anti-bullying) are important,
especially if the reason for leaving
one school was because you were
unhappy with the way in which
something was dealt.

Moving schools is also the perfect
time to equip your child to cope with
change, according to educational
psychologist Dr Linda Mallory.

“It's important that there is room
and space for them to say goodbye,
and to acknowledge the sadness at
doing so,” she says. “But it's equally
important to help them see what
they are gaining from a situation.”

“Moving schools
is also the perfect
time to equip your
child to cope with
change”

In their guide for families of
service personnel, the Ministry of
Defence have a children’s activity
pack for those moving schools.

In the section 'Looking Forward,
Looking Back’, children are given

a chance to reflect on the time at
their old school. It asks them: "What
have you enjoyed? What didn't you
enjoy? What will you miss? What will
you be pleased to leave behind?’

It also encourages them to make
a list of things they'd like to know
about the area they're moving to,
gives them space to keep pictures
of friends, and suggests picking
six objects to remind them of the
school or area they are leaving.

It's a great resource for helping your
child process the change ahead.

When you watch TV or read
stories with your child, Linda
suggests discussing how characters,
whether it's Harry Potter or
a Marvel character, cope with
change. “Children are more likely
to air their concerns when talking
about the third person,” she says.
"They're also more likely to have
a conversation if you do a physical
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moving schools

activity alongside them, such as
table tennis, playing a board game
or just messing about.”

“Help your child be confident
that although things are changing
around them, the one thing that
is constant is them,” she adds.
“Noticing what's the same and
what'’s different in every situation
is a basic but powerful cognitive
skill that can help your children
cope with any change.”

Primary to secondary

At 11, children seem more robust
than that tiny four-year-old you
sent off on that first day at primary
school. But going from being the
oldest in a small school, to the
tiniest in an enormous school can
be quite a jump.

“Some students join secondary
school from a very small primary
setting, where they knew every
student in their year group,”
says Sue Geoghegan, Transition
Co-ordinator at The Corsham
School in Wiltshire.

“Some may make longer journeys
that include independent travel.
Others will see changing lessons
and classrooms more than five
times a day as the biggest change.”
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“However, secondary school
presents opportunities to make new
friendships, develop independence
and learn new life skills. And
children quickly find that these
new opportunities outweigh any
anxieties they have about change.”

“Secondary
school presents
opportunities
to make new
friendships,
develop
independence
and learn new
life skills™

All secondary schools ease their
pupils into the changes ahead by
running taster days, open evenings
or mornings, and an induction
day in year 6. They also liaise with
feeder primary schools and parents
to discuss transition needs.

“Spending a whole day getting
to know each other, and the



moving schools

If your child will be taking the bus to their new school, you
could practice the route with them so that they know where
to go on that first day (Photo courtesy of Oldfield School)

school, through positive activities
really does help to boost students’
confidence prior to them starting
in September,” says Sue. “It’s also
a good opportunity for them to
practice their new route to school.
But we recognise that there are
normally some students that require
additional support, and that may
include more visits to the school or
contact with the Transition
Co-ordinator,” she says.

Hayesfield Girls’ School in
Bath offers a summer school for
those who feel anxious about the
upcoming change, as well as for
those who need extra academic
support. “Year 7 students also
create a set of five-minute videos
aimed at new students, that include

tips and advice on how to make
the transition to secondary school
a success — there's always some
Hayesfield humour added in!” says
Emma Yates, the school’s head.
As a parent, you may miss
that contact time you had with
the teacher at primary school,
but schools give out key email
addresses, making it easy to contact
the school with any concerns.
Friendship worries often trump
academic worries for new pupils,
as they lose some friendships and
make new ones. “This process can
be upsetting,” says Emma, “but
we tend to find that our pupils
work things out very well by
themselves without the need
for adults to be involved.”
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“Don’t worry excessively about
the mixture of emotions that your
children experience when moving
school,” she adds. “Working
through uncomfortable feelings
enables children to grow their
personal resilience and learn
how to deal with future setbacks
in a positive way.”

Whatever school or class
transition your child is making this
September, supporting them with
a listening ear and an extra dose
of patience will help them (and
you too) adapt successfully to the
exciting changes ahead. W

Useful
resources




