
Supporting your Child’s Transition 
and Attachment to Secondary 

School
Part 1



• Covid-19 pandemic. 

• At the time of this recording it is not clear whether children will be 
returning to school before the new autumn term.

• Without the clear structure from school to help your child prepare, it 
is vital that you feel confident in supporting your child to make this 
transition and support their emotional wellbeing at this time. 

The current context



Overview:

Part 1 :

• Understanding the 
psychological 
importance of a positive 
transition to secondary 
school 

• Considering common 
fears and worries and 
some strategies to 
manage these worries 

Part 2:

• Reflecting on your role 
in creating a positive 
attachment to school

• Strategies that promote 
healthy attachment to 
school and build 
confidence

Part 3:

• Reflecting on memories 
of primary school and 
saying goodbye

• Staying in touch with 
friends

• The importance of 
transitional objects 

• Providing children with 
a space to talk 

This topic will be divided into 3 separate workshops. With each workshop there will be an 
accompanying resource pack which you can use with your child. This will include activities you 

can complete with them and tasks for them to work through independently. 



Changing schools…so what?

In addition to what seem like practical changes, at a psychological level, changing schools and moving to 
secondary school is incredibly significant.

It Is important that this is a positive transition 

To better understand why this is so significant leads us to look at attachment theory.  

We know that there are a number of differences that children will need to get used to 

as they move up to secondary school:

• A larger school environment and new subjects.

• A broader network of peer relationships and new social hierarchies.

• Shifts from primary school classes with one main teacher, to an environment where 

teachers, classrooms and classmates are constantly changing.

• Changes to teaching approaches from more child-centred to more subject-based.



What is attachment?

Attachment refers to the “lasting psychological connectedness between 
human beings.” Bowlby 1969

• Attachment is co-created between an infant and a primary caregiver 

• Dependent on capacity of a caregiver to be predictable, consistent and 
emotionally available 

• The aim of attachment behaviour is closeness or contact with the 
attachment figure with the associated feelings of security and safety.



• This attachment relationship enabled you as the parent/caregiver to become a secure 
base for your child.

• You provided your infant with emotional security in fear-provoking situations

• Importantly, as a secure base, you supported your child to explore the world around 
them, promoting their natural curiosity about the world and encouraging social 
learning. They could reach out into the world, knowing you would be there to comfort 
them in times of need. 

Bowlby, 1973

“Not only young children…, but human beings of all ages are found to be 
at their happiest and to be able to deploy their talents to best advantage 
when they are confident that, standing behind them, there are one or 
more trusted persons who will come to their aid should difficulties arise.”

The Secure Base



Why is this relevant now?
• These early attachment experiences during infancy influence how the brain 

develops during the years up to adolescence, 

• It shapes how we learn to calm our emotions, how we understand ourselves 
and how we relate to others and the wider world.

Internal working model

Self Others 
The 

world 

Template for relationships



School as the secure base

In addition to their primary attachment relationship with you. Your child also forms an attachment 
to their school and this acts as an additional secure base through:

• Providing safety
• Providing emotional security in fear-provoking situations 
• Promotes opportunities for social contribution

This enables school to be a place where they can feel safe to explore and their learning can thrive. 

Starting a new school means the safety and security they felt is gone, and a new relationship must 
be established. Without this, challenges and anxiety can feel overwhelming and can contaminate 

learning experiences and excessive anxiety/uncertainty can inhibit thinking and learning.

This is why we want to ensure that we can support our young people as much as possible during 
this phase of change to help them succeed. 



To support attachment to secondary school and support 
mental health and wellbeing children need:

Continuity of care, support 

and nurture

They need to rely on their 

carers at home and school

Routine 

• They need to have 

predictability around what 

they need to do and 

when, who is responsible 

for what to minimise the 

level of anxiety and stress 

they might experience  in 

managing expectations at 

home and school

Consistency of care and 

guidance

• They need to understand 

the rules and expectations 

clearly

• They need to negotiate 

and accept consequences 

for their behaviours



Common worries 

Some of the main concerns and 
worries experienced by children at 
the end of year 6 include:

• Losing old friends
• Getting lost
• Being bullied
• Discipline and detentions
• Homework 



Understanding worry and anxiety 

• All humans experience fears at different points in their lives. This is 
a normal part of development.

• Anxiety is an expected, normal and transient response to stress; it 
maybe a necessary cue for adaptation and coping.

• A moderate amount of anxiety helps us to do well. Too much or too 
little anxiety keeps our performance lower. E.g. some anxiety is 
needed to be prepared for you first day and remember everything 
you need but too much might lead someone to procrastinate and 
end up not preparing at all.

• Therefore keeping worries at a manageable level is important. We 
can do this through supporting children to use a range of strategies 
that help them to avoid becoming overwhelmed. 



The Cognitive Behavioural Model
The CBT model can help us understand how worries can form a vicious cycle 

BUT also how we can best intervene and manage worries

Thoughts

Behaviours Feelings 

Physical 
responses



Thoughts

Intervening at the level of…

We do this through utilising thought balancing and 
thought challenging



Thoughts Thought balancing

In addition to reflecting on worries it is helpful to invite children to think 
about what they are looking forward to:

After school clubs – New subjects – The canteen 

This supports worries to be acknowledged but also balanced out by more 
helpful thoughts and positives 



Thoughts What if? – Then I can!

Sometimes worries start with ‘what if…?’ questions. These questions do not usually get answered and 
instead continue to spin round in our minds and end up making us feel more worried.

It can help to support  children with think about some ‘what if?’ worries and then come up with a ‘then 
I can…’ solution. This can help children to feel more confident that even when we have worries, there is 

a way they can cope with the challenges they are facing. 

‘What if…?’ worry ‘Then I can…’ solution

What if no one 

talks to me on 

the first day?

Then I can smile, and say 

hello to someone first. 

Most people will be 

feeling worried too and 

might feel relieved that I 

say hi first!



Intervening at the level of…

Physical 
responses

We do this through utilisng relaxation strategies 
and exercise 



Physical 
responses

Progressive muscle relaxation
(relaxing stretches)

As we noted worries can have a physical impact on our bodies 
and often lead to our bodies becoming tense. Focusing on 

alleviating this tension can support our body to send a signal 
to our brain letting us know we are relaxed and safe. This can 

help us to think more clearly. 

Taking different body parts and tensing and relaxing them 
helps to do this. If you want to be creative you can encourage 

children to use their imagination to make it more enjoyable for 
example….



Physical 
responses

Deep breathing

Deep breathing is another excellent way to help re-set our bodies 
and keep them calm when we are feeling worried. Giving children 

something concrete to focus can make this easier. 

Remember to remind them to breathe in through 
their nose and out through their mouth



Physical 
responses

54321 Grounding 

When we are feeling worried we tend to be worrying about 
something that has happened in the past or jumping way in to the 
future. It can be helpful to reconnect to the present moment and 
environment. One way to do this is through our senses. 

The 5 4 3 2 1 exercise is a grounding activity that invites us to notice:

5 things we can 
see 

1 thing we can 
taste

2 things we can 
smell

4 things we can 
touch 

3 things we can 
hear



Physical 
responses

Exercise

When we feel worried our body thinks we are 

facing a threat and goes through physiological 

changes designed to help us either fight a 

threat or run away from it. If we do not engage 

in physical activity excess adrenaline can 

cause us to feel shaky. 

Therefore exercise is a great way to calm and 

relax our bodies! The pack encourages you to 

think together with your child what exercise 

they can do.

At a more general level; regular exercise has 

been shown to decrease overall levels of 

tension, elevate and stabilise mood, improve 

sleep, and improve self-esteem. 



Next time…

• Reflecting on your role in 
creating a positive attachment 
to school

• Building confidence in your 
child 

• Strategies that promote 
healthy attachment to school 
to help them negotiate the 
challenges they might face

• Understanding the 
psychological importance of a 
positive transition to 
secondary school 

• Considering common fears and 
worries and some strategies to 
manage these worries 

Summary:



Questions - Ideas - Feedback

Contact us on: 
MHST@achievingforchildren.org.uk


