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Bridging the Gap:
Transitions in School Life
By Louise Whelan, Family Counsellor

T

he beginning of a child’s school
life is a point in time that
everyone would recognise as a
significant transition period.
Parents have usually put a great deal
of thought into deciding whether their
child is ready to start “big school” and
hopefully the child will have had time
and opportunities to prepare himself or
herself mentally for school.
Feelings of anxiety and apprehension
about moving out of the small and
familiar world of family jostle with
feelings of excitement and curiosity
about stepping into a new and bigger
world of school and peers.
Many children will have had
the experience of Rebecca who,
approaching the gates of school on the
first day, confided in her mum, “I have a
sort of horrible, excited feeling”.
Rebecca was talking about how it feels
when approaching the unknown.
The unknown in a child’s mind (indeed
in an adult’s mind) can be a frightening
‘space’ because in a new situation one’s
sense of self can suddenly feel quite
fragile. This space or gap needs a bridge
or something to hold on to that reminds
us of who we are and how to find our
feet or sense of confidence.
Rebecca found that words were her
bridge over the gap.

By putting her feelings into words,
she was able to communicate a rather
complicated set of mixed emotions
to her mum who could respond with
empathy, supporting her in a potentially
fragile moment.
Children arriving at a new classroom
full of strangers often find ways to build
themselves a bridge over the gap of the
unknown that faces them.
One child might scan the classroom
looking for children he or she knows
from day care or preschool, while
another might seek out familiar toys
such as Lego.
By making these links back to the
familiar world they have left behind,
children can make their first step into
their ‘new world’ with confidence. It
is as if they are saying “well I do know
something about what school’s going to
be like after all”.
If a gap is not bridged in this way, it can
feel more like a dangerous crevasse.
Some may share the experience of Mark.
Mark arrived at his new school rigid
with terror, unable to play or be curious
about any of the other children or even
move from the teacher’s lap. All morning
he held a pen that he brought from
home in a vice-like grip.

He did not use it as a pen. It seemed to
give him the feeling that he needed to
hold himself together very tightly inside
in the face of a frightening situation.
At recess, he discovered his brother in
the playground, running to him. Soon
after, Mark showed the first signs of
spontaneous interest and enjoyment
in school life. Interestingly the pen was
also put down, not needed anymore as a
vital link to home.
Long after the ‘crisis-like’ beginnings
experienced by some children, we still
see signs that children struggle to step
from the world of home to the world of
school, needing a bridge between the
two to make it manageable.
How many parents have experienced
their child deciding to rush back into the
house to find a toy to take to school at
the last minute before stepping out the
door or into the car?
This might lead to a heated exchange
over the toy, without understanding
that this moment of separation, an
ordinary and everyday occurrence, has
temporarily stirred a moment once
again of feeling unsure about leaving
the family world (and mum or dad)
behind for the day. The toy is a link
with home, as a reminder perhaps of
someone at home.
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Learning Links is a non-profit charity assisting
children who have difficulty learning and their
families.
We raise funds to help children from birth to 18 years
by offering a range of services including the following.
Early Childhood Services for children from birth to
six years.

• Early childhood intervention and support for very
young children.

• An inclusive preschool for children with and
without special needs.

• An assessment and consultancy service for families
who are concerned about their young child’s
development.

• Specialist early childhood teaching and therapy.
School Age Services for children from Kindergarten
to Year 12 who have low support needs.

• Comprehensive assessments.
• Small group tuition and therapy.
• Occupational and speech therapy programs

combining specialist education services and
therapy.

• Outreach programs.
• The Ronald McDonald Learning Program for

At the other end of the day, parents
often find that their child has trouble,
especially in the infants’ years, in
communicating what their school day
has been like.
They might get something like “I don’t
know”, “nothing” or “I can’t remember”
when asked, “how did the day go?”
Tiredness aside, it is as though the child
feels that the two worlds – home and
school – are too different to try to bring
together in their mind. As a child gets
older his or her sense of self feels solid
enough to straddle these two worlds
and they are not seen as separate from
each other. This makes the transition
more manageable from a psychological
point of view.
Sometimes it is hard to see ‘from
the outside’ why a crisis might arise.
This is because human development
proceeds not only according to external,
chronological time, but also according
to an inner emotional timetable.

Family Services helping and supporting families
and health professionals.

This inner sense of time, a sense of being
psychologically ready (or not ready) for
further independence can influence
the way a child perceives important
transition times.

• Centre and home-based family counselling.
• Parenting Programs and groups for families.
• Case Management Services.

One Year 6 girl, for example, who had
become very anxious about leaving
primary school and going to high
school, said “I just need more time”.

Professional Development for teachers and
health professionals.

From the outside, academically and
intellectually she looked ready, but on
the inside her feelings told her that she
did not have a strong enough sense of
self to leave the safe and familiar world
of her primary school environment. The
external clock did not match up to her
inner clock.

seriously ill children and the Reading for Life
Program for children falling behind in their reading.

Presentations, workshops and advice on identifying
and helping children with learning difficulties,
learning disabilities and developmental delays.
Learning Links has branches in six Sydney
locations at Peakhurst, Penshurst, Fairfield,
Miller, Dee Why and Randwick. We also offer
some services to children in country NSW, the
ACT, Victoria and New Zealand. A complete list
of branch locations and contact numbers is on
the back cover.

We may have experienced or heard of a
similar situation to another child, Sarah,
who had settled into school well and
was in Year 2.
Suddenly Sarah began to find it difficult
to leave her mother in the mornings,
crying and clinging. For her mother,
these separation difficulties came out of
the blue.
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Sarah’s mother, like many others, began
to enjoy the breathing space that comes
when a child is settled into school. She
also had a toddler and was enjoying
the quieter days with only one child at
home.



On reflection, Sarah’s mother realised
that it was only now, in Year 2, that it
had dawned on Sarah that so many of
her days would be spent at school while
her little sister’s days would be spent at
home with mum.
Sarah was not jealous but rather finally
and very intensely feeling the loss
of a closeness and intimacy with her
mother and perhaps also realising that
particular time would never come again.
She had made the transition to being a
schoolgirl without quite realising all the
emotional implications at the time.
There is no other place quite like
school with its regular rhythms of year
beginnings and year endings, to make
children aware perhaps for the first time
that “time marches on”. This awareness
of time is quite different than for the
preschool child.
With the end of an era so clearly arrived
for the child who now goes to school,
many feelings about life and change are
poignantly and sometimes profoundly
expressed.
The idea of the end of life, for example,
is often thought about in a new way. The
death of parents, grandparents or pets
may have new meaning and greater
reality in the mind of a child who now
sees that things in life eventually come
to an end.
A child who has older siblings or
another who sees bigger children in the
playground is often reminded of what is
ahead.
A Year 2 child looking ahead to being
a primary school child often has mixed
feelings – on the one hand looking
forward to being that much closer to
the “top of the pile”, while on the other,
knowing that so much more will be
expected of them. They may look back
in a nostalgic way to kindergarten where
acknowledgement of their ‘little-ness’
was part and parcel of the way their
teacher knew them.
A child in Year 2 will by now be aware of
some of the strengths and limitations
of their capacity to learn and work.
They may not know whether their
achievements will be good enough to
get them through the next challenges in
primary school.
An older child in Year 5 is very much
aware that important times are ahead of
them and this intensifies in Year 6.
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Schools may consider doing more to
give children at this upper primary
age some opportunities to talk about
transitions, reflecting on their fears and
hopes as the end of an era comes into
view.
For the child entering high school, many
of the memories of starting school will
be re-activated – memories of being
the smallest, getting to know new
surroundings and new faces.
It may come as a shock that alongside
feelings of being ready to move away
from the primary school world, there
may be feelings of reluctance, or even a
feeling of dread and apprehension.
It is important for adults to recognise
that transitions in a child’s life always
involve mixed feelings and that space
needs to be found where children are
encouraged to express their whole
range of feelings, even if some appear
contradictory.
A child is often helped more by sharing
their experience with someone who
knows how confusing it is to have
a mixture of feelings, than being
reassured or told to ‘look on the bright
side’.
One girl, Penny, who did not feel she
could express her mixed feelings about
independence and growing up to her
family began to have “growing pains”
instead, as if her body was doing the
talking for her. Her fears needed to
be put into words before her physical
symptoms disappeared.
Adolescence is always a vivid example of
the difficulty of living in or between two
worlds.
As parents and teachers know,
teenagers insist one day on being
granted the greater freedoms of the
adult world, while on the next they
want adults thinking, remembering
and organising for them as if they were
much younger children. Teenagers seem
to inhabit this transitional world for a
very long time and parents often realise
they are living with not one personality,
but several!
Teenagers face a very large gap of
inexperience about the adult world and
their place in it and naturally enough
this stirs anxiety.

Some may feel that they can bridge
the gap of uncertainty in their minds
by a kind of “psychological leap”,
becoming very grown-up, very fast.
Their behaviour shows they feel that
they can bypass the pains of growing
up, leaping over adolescence instead of
struggling through it and learning about
themselves on the way.
All the obvious transitions of adult life
– leaving home, starting a new job or
relationship, having a family, making
major life changes – challenge us to let
go of something old, familiar and safe to
expand our lives in new directions.
The store of inner confidence that we
hopefully feel when facing change is
accumulated throughout childhood by
being with adults who can think about
a child’s inner world and help them
“bridge the gap”.
We are used to thinking of development
and growth in childhood as being a
linear process, always in one direction
– onward and upward.
The physical evidence of the growing up
process is very clear. As we all get bigger
and in the intellectual or cognitive area,
generally, we expect to become more
able as we grow older.
We see plenty of evidence that children
are continually looking forward to the
future, to being one year older with new
privileges attached to their new status
and indeed to being grown up.
What is often not so clear for us are
the times when our children have
mixed feelings about growing up. It
can be even more difficult to see when
our children don’t have the words to
communicate their true feelings.
One girl who did have the words to
express her mixed feelings about
leaving primary school said “I just need
more time”.
She did not mean that she was
unprepared academically. She meant
she did not feel ready to leave the
feelings of security and familiarity
behind her in making that step into the
new and unfamiliar world of being a
high school student.

We need to be aware that in making any
new step forward, we consent to leaving
something of our old selves behind,
and generally, what we leave behind is
a sense of the world being predictable
and our place in it being known and
familiar.
How many children will occasionally
during challenging times at school,
look back rather wistfully to an earlier
time (perhaps when they were in
kindergarten) where there was much
less pressure and less expected of them?
“I wish I was in Miss B’s class again” is a
way of saying “I still feel little at times
inside myself and need support”.
The simple fact of understanding a
child’s mixed feelings about “ever
onward and upward” and sharing that
understanding together, is usually
sufficient for a child to feel they can
gather themselves together and bravely
take the next step forward.
Perhaps it’s more realistic to expect “two
steps forward, one step back” in a child’s
emotional development.
The moments when a child gathers
himself or herself together, assesses
their external support (family, teachers,
friends, etc) and gathers their internal
resources are crucial transitions in a
child’s emotional development. Life is
full of them.
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www.learninglinks.org.au
Early Childhood Services
– all enquiries to Head Office
School Age Services
–  contact your local branch
Family Services
– contact your local branch
All other enquiries
– Head Office

Head Office
12-14 Pindari Road
Peakhurst NSW 2210
Telephone: (02) 9534 1710
Preschool: (02) 9533 3283
Facsimile: (02) 9584 2054
Email: mail@learninglinks.org.au
Northern Suburbs Branch
2 Alfred Road
PO Box 634
Brookvale NSW 2100
Telephone: (02) 9907 4222
Facsimile: (02) 9907 4244
Email: nsb@learninglinks.org.au
Western Suburbs Branch
Unit 7/9 William Street
PO Box 1026
Fairfield NSW 1860 (2165)
Telephone: (02) 9754 2377
Facsimile: (02) 9755 9422
Email: wsb@learninglinks.org.au

Southern Suburbs Branch
10 Railway Parade
Penshurst NSW 2222
Telephone: (02) 9580 4888
Facsimile: (02) 9580 4788
Email: ssb@learninglinks.org.au
South West Sydney Branch
88 Shropshire Street
PO Box 42
Miller NSW 2168
Telephone: (02) 8783 7111
Facsimile: (02) 8783 7222
Email: sws@learninglinks.org.au
Eastern Suburbs Branch
1/20 Silver Street
Randwick NSW 2032
Telephone: (02) 9398 5188
Facsimile: (02) 9326 5364
Email: esb@learninglinks.org.au

Ple ase help us help children
Please PRINT

N
N

I would like to donate $________________to help kids who have difficulty learning.
I would like to be a member of Learning Links. Please tick appropriate box below.

N Individual or Family
N Professional
N Not for profit Organisation
N Corporate

$45 (including GST)
$45 (including GST)
$55 (including GST)
$70 (including GST)

Individual, Family and professional membership includes one copy of Learning Links News
I enclose my:
Charge my:
Account No:

N Cheque
N Money Order or
N Bankcard N Visa    N Mastercard    N AMEX
_______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ _______  

CCV*: _________________________

Visa and Mastercard last 3 digits on back of card.

Account Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Expiry Date: ______ /________

Signature: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Name (Dr, Mr, Mrs, Miss, Ms): _ ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Organisation/Business: _ _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Address: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Postcode: _ ______________________

Tel: (Home): ____________________________________________________________________________ (Business): ____________________________________________________________________________________
Please post to Learning Links: 12-14 Pindari Road, Peakhurst NSW 2210. Donations over $2 are tax deductible and will be receipted.

