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Back-to-School
Keep Calm & Have a Strategy

• As parents and children alike look to navigate another school year in unsettling 
and uncertain times, it is important to keep in mind that by nature children are 
resilient.

• Many kids have already pretty much adapted to the stresses and current 
challenges. 

• However, kids do respond to big emotions, and worry more when they see 
others worrying—especially parents. Keep in mind that anxiety is 
contagious, and we parents need to keep ourselves calm and in check with a 
strategy for speaking with our children and preparing them for return to school 
year this year.

• As we have been preparing ourselves and our children for the return to in person 
schooling in the past few months, the pandemic has decided to make another 
turn: now there are concerns about the Delta variant causing an increase in 
cases and many states and schools are looking to reimplement masks and other 
safety protocols that we were all hoping were behind us. 

• For some parents and students, the protocols feel safe and reassuring…  for 
some, the protocols feel unsettling and unwanted. There is not a right or wrong 
set of emotions to have around this—you are entitled to your feelings, and they 
are valid. But whatever your feelings and attitudes are, let’s remember:

We can all get through this together!

BECAUSE YOU ARE RESILIENT!



How to Talk to Kids about Anxiety and 
Return to School?

Regardless of age or school type, as parents, it’s a good idea to make 
an effort to equip our kids with support and proper coping skills. For the 
most part, they will adjust fairly well and will be glad to be back in-
person.

• For the early elementary age– Keep it brief, with simple info about 
COVID-19, “Keeping safe from germs.” Provide reassurances that 
adults and their actions will keep them healthy. Say things like “adults 
are working hard to keep you safe,” and “wash hands to keep germs 
away.”

• With older elementary and middle schoolers — Assist the child in 
distinguishing reality from rumor/fantasy, discuss what leaders and 
teachers are doing to keep them safe, remind them of how they keep 
each other safe by following the guidelines, and how important it is to 
take care of each other.

• For older middle schoolers and high school kids— Discuss issues 
more in depth, encourage healthy interactions and recognizing others’ 
points of view. Provide honest, factual information and engage them in 
shared decision-making

For all children, be a good listener…and encourage them to 
verbalize their thoughts.



Living with Uncertainty and the Power of 
Acceptance.

It is important for us to recognize and accept reality as it is.  This includes 
recognizing that stress and anxiety are a normal part of life.  Knowing 
you have options on how to manage them are critical. And learning how to 
live with uncertainty is a skill to practice that can pay off in the future.

• Our lives in the pandemic have and will continue to be different. And we 
are all wondering what the future will look like? One thing is for certain: we 
will be dealing with uncertainty for some time.

• Acceptance is empowerment. It gives us permission to move forward 
and make good choices. 

• Acceptance doesn’t mean that you agree with everything that is 
happening.  Rather, It has to do with recognizing what is not in your 
scope of control, so that you can focus on and manage instead what is in 
your control.  This is key.  

• Humans are inherently resilient—we are built to bounce back, learn, 
and grow from life’s adversities.  Look at what we have survived so far this 
year and give ourselves some much-deserved credit: 

We can do difficult things.
We can continue to make choices within a limited scope of choices.  
We can take actions to manage what is in our control. 





Managing Your Own Parental Anxiety as Your 
Children Return to School

Recognition that apprehension and anxiety are there, that the worries are there, that the 
stress is building up, is a necessary first step in learning how to manage it.

Then comes the awareness of how it is impacting us. How does it affect the way we 
think about things, the way we respond to things, the way we communicate with our 
children, the way we communicate with other family members at home?

As we all work through this transition, learning to deal with uncertainty and being flexible 
can help families. Here are some things to consider:

Because we don’t know how this year will play out, we can tell our kids this is the 
plan for now. If things change, we will talk about it again and we will come up with 
a new plan—this is a life lesson in how to adapt to change.

It’s important to communicate not only with your kids, but with school staff about 
all the changes.

Remember it’s important to keep in mind that our children watch and have 
emotional reactions to everything their parents do—their parents’ thoughts and 
feelings and how well they do or don’t cope. Be a good role model for them.

“Validating why you are sad, angry or worried is important, but expose them to 
these emotions in limited dosages as constant exposure is detrimental for them.

Remember to celebrate life’s positive little moments with your child.



There’s a Lot Parents Can Do Before School Starts 
and Throughout the School Year to Help Ease These 
Transitions and Reassure Anxious Children

Think about doing the following to help your kids adjust 
before and after school begins:

• Validate feelings: It is OK and very normal for children to 
feel anxious about returning to school. Tell your child this to 
validate their feelings. And for parents, it’s OK and normal to 
feel anxious about a child returning to in-person instruction 
and for their own return to the office after working from home. 
You’re doing a great job!

• Communicate: Talk to children about what is happening and 
what they can expect. Keep conversations age-appropriate, 
being careful not to share unnecessarily stressful information.

• Reassure safety: Parents should stay calm and stay 
positive, and remind children that grown-ups are all working 
together to keep kids safe as they return to school. 

• Establish routine and structure:  Parents, please remind 
children of their daily schedule and routines especially since 
many have experienced a highly variable schedule since 
March 2020. For example, a parent might walk a child through 
the process: “Mommy will hug and kiss you at drop-off right 
next to the tall tree by the front doors…”



Promote flexibility: While routine and structure are important, 
flexibility is also key. Given the pandemic’s fluid nature, it’s 
prudent to have conversations about how conditions, routines 
and environments may change in the future, and you will make 
sure to be there every step of the way to help them adjust.

Rehearse return to school: If a child is having a really difficult 
time and talking isn’t helping enough, consider visiting the 
campus together when it’s empty. This can help the child get 
reacquainted with the environment. A parent can have a child 
show them their old classroom, where they ate lunch, where 
they liked to play, and other landmarks that might help rekindle 
positive feelings.

Work on emotional identification: Work together with 
children to help them communicate and understand their 
feelings. This is called emotional literacy. A tool like a “feelings 
chart” where different faces illustrate feelings can help children 
identify what they might be experiencing. Movies like “Inside 
Out” also do a great job teaching emotional literacy.

Explain and model emotion regulation: Children take cues 
from their parents about how to respond to situations. Parents 
should do their best to role model their emotions appropriately. 
And use this as an opportunity to model your own healthy 
coping skills. For example, a parent might say, “When Dad is 
feeling worried, he takes three deep breaths to calm himself and 
move forward.”

Praise: Children respond well to praise. Parents should be 
sure to call out behaviors they want to reinforce. For example, “I 
loved how you put on your shoes for school this morning”

•



What Can Parents do to Build Resilience in 
their Child as They Return to School?

Resilience is our ability to bounce back 
from stress and adversity. Being resilient 
also means being flexible during 
challenging times; being validating and 
supportive; making meaning out of 
difficult situations; and coming together 
as a family and using social support. It 
is important for parents to model these 
elements.

We also know that when we are in a 
stressful situation, our sympathetic 
nervous system is activated—the fight, 
flight, or freeze response. There are 
skills we can teach our child to help 
access our calming parasympathetic 
nervous system to reduce stress. These 
are things like practicing taking a pause 
and doing some slow deep breathing, 
going on a mindful walk, reading 
emotionally validating books, or 
spending just five minutes of one-on-
one time with a child each day.



What Can Kids Do if They Start to Feel 
Anxious at School?

If children feel anxious at school, they can rely on “pocket” coping 
skills. These are skills that kids can pull out of their literal or figurative 
pockets and employ in the moment:

• Deep breathing:  Diaphragmatic or belly breathing lowers the heart rate and 
blood pressure and helps the body relax.  

• Grounding with five senses:  This technique helps a child calm down by 
focusing on their senses. For example, a child can focus on five things they 
see, four things they hear, three things they feel, two things they smell, and 
one thing they taste.

• Use numbers:  To bring themselves into the present moment, a younger 
child can try counting backward from 100, or an older child might count 
backward by sevens from 100. They can try naming as many animals as 
they can in one minute, or naming all the colors they see in the room.



Sensory tools:  Small sensory tools like a stress ball or fidget tool 
can help. Parents should work with teachers to see what would be 
appropriate to make available for their child.

Muscle relaxation:  Ask a child to pretend they are squeezing a 
lemon in their hand. They should squeeze it hard like they are 
getting all the juice out, noting the tightness and pressure. Then 
have them “drop” the lemon and note how relaxed they feel. They 
can try it again with their other hand.

Use positive mantras or self-affirmation:  Kind, reassuring 
words can help a lot. A child and parent may work together to 
come up with some phrases a child can say to themselves when 
they feel anxious.

Employ technology:  If a child has a smart phone, tablet or other 
device, a parent can help a child create a folder of cute, funny, silly 
or comforting images or quotes that they may look at when they 
are feeling anxious. Of course, be aware of the rules about using 
smart phones in school.

You Tube has lots of videos that teach different techniques.



As a Parent, What Should I be Doing? 
What Should We be Watching for as We 
Return to School?

There are some signs to be on the lookout for that may indicate 
your child could use additional support in adjusting. Monitor for 
anxiety reactions such as:

• In preschoolers — A return to thumb sucking, bedwetting, 
clinging to parents, sleep disturbances, loss of appetite, fear of 
the dark, regression in behavior and withdrawal

• In elementary school children — irritability, aggressiveness, 
clinginess, nightmares, school avoidance, poor concentration, 
and withdrawal from activities and friends

• For adolescents — sleeping and eating disturbances, 
agitation, increase in conflicts, physical complaints, withdrawal, 
delinquent behavior and poor concentration.

• And as parents, of course it is crucial for us to take care of 
ourselves to be able to be there for our kids.



Self-Care Tips for Parents

Parenting in a pandemic is stressful! 

It’s okay to feel like you have trouble 
juggling everything your kids need when 
it’s time to go back to school. Between 
changing COVID mandates, school 
supplies shopping, finishing up summer 
activities, and getting back to the school 
year routine, life can begin to feel 
overwhelming. 

This is completely normal, and you’re 
not alone!

Parents should try to connect as soon 
as possible to their students’ community, 
including other parents, teachers and 
administration. While this may seem like 
another item on a long “to do” list, 
building a community of support is 
essential for self-care. Shared goals, 
culture and values bring us together and 
validate our emotions when we feel 
stressed out.



Another way to manage stress is to try to 
prevent scheduling confusion. Having a 
weekly or monthly visual calendar (a dry 
erase board, paper calendar or shared 
electronic calendar) can help keep parents 
and kids organized. By tracking after school 
activities, clubs, appointments and the like, 
you can work with your kids to create 
stability, consistency and calm, even if the 
schedule looks daunting from the outside.

Most importantly, make sure to carve out 
“me time,” whether it’s taking a 5-minute 
breathing break, sitting outdoors, reading, 
listening to music or going on a walk. Self-
care is important for parents to effectively 
care for their children. You are the best 
parent to your kids when you feel calm, 
engaged, and attentive. 

Taking time for yourself will help you 
create your own balance.



Helping our children learn 
how to get through the 

pandemic will teach them 
how to get through future 

adversities in life—twists and 
turns we all have to face over 
time. This is the silver lining to 

all the work you are putting 
into this now. 

This is a gift they will take 
with them as they grow and 

mature.



Know where to go if you need help

If you’re concerned that you or someone else may harm themselves or someone else:

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

• Toll-free number 1-800-273-TALK (1-800-273-8255)

• The online Lifeline Crisis Chat is free and confidential. You’ll be connected to a skilled, trained counselor in your 
area.

• National Domestic Violence Hotline

• Call 1-800-799-7233 and TTY 1-800-787-3224

• If you feel overwhelmed with emotions like sadness, depression, or anxiety:

• Disaster Distress Helpline

• Call or text 1-800-985-5990

• If you need to find treatment or mental health providers in your area:

• Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) Find Treatment



Atlantic Behavioral Health ACCESS Center 

(888) 247-1400


