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PRACTICE NOTES

About this set of notes: Our Center is fortunate to be able to benefit from the energy and talents
of UCLA students.* Because of her interest in this topic, undergraduate Jocelyne Watts prepared
the following to be shared as part of the Center’s resources.

Back-to-School Anxiety

What is normal anxiety when entering a new school year?

When vacations come to an end, it is not surprising to hear moans and groans from children
as their television programs are interrupted by commercials promoting the beginning of year
savings for school supplies and clothing. With the first day of school approaching, it is
common for kids to feel some apprehension. The new school year means the end of
extensive leisure time and the beginning of new challenges and responsibilities. A new
teacher, classroom, and schedule, in addition to a harder curriculum and a higher expectation
for academic performance are enough cause for anxiety. Moreover, these challenges are
sometimes accompanied by additional obstacles, such as having to adjust to an entirely new
school. It is safe to say that the majority of students see the approaching school year as both
an academic and social challenge; some see it as quite stressful (Sirsch, 2003).          

When is anxiety excessive? How can you tell?

There are some students who are paralyzed by the anxiety of returning to school, perceiving
the event as an academic and social threat, in which the stressful situation is anticipated as
harmful and fearful (Lazarus 1991). According to the Anxiety Disorders Association of
America, one child in every eight suffers from an anxiety disorder. With that being said, a
teacher with a classroom of 25 can expect to have about 2 to 3 children with high anxiety
levels. 

Anxiety is considered excessive when it interferes with a child’s well-being and ability to
learn. High levels of anxiety are often apparent in a child’s behavior, such as temper
tantrums and refusals to attend school. Excessive anxiety can lead to school avoidance. It can
also manifest as physical symptoms, such as trouble breathing, nausea, headaches, and
stomach aches. A child who expresses such symptoms should see a physician, as well as
having special attention from his or her teacher and probably a support staff member such
as a school psychologist or counselor (Peach, 2011). 

Separation anxiety is to be expected, particularly among those just starting kindergarten.
Indeed, some children experience great emotional distress when asked to spend extended
periods with anyone other than his or her parents or guardians

Identifying high anxious students involves taking note of students who display behavior,
learning, and/or emotional problems; special attention should be paid to those who are
frequently absent and disconnected from peers and school activities.

______________________________
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What can be done to support students as they return to school? 

Help them with anxiety reducing information and support. Anxiety may manifest as
uncertainty and a fear that the worst will happen. To mitigate this, it is important that
teachers be aware of students’ concerns and address them with supportive measures (Avant,
Gazelle, & Faldowski, 2011). Children often need more information that conveys that what
is expected for their level of schooling is within their grasp; parents need to be informed and
mobilized about these matters as well.

Some of this can be done before the start of the term. For example, some uncertainty can be
reduced by familiarizing students with what they will be encountering. School tours during
the spring or summer help acquaint them with the layout, key places and persons on the
campus, schedules, and so forth. Also during the summer, some schools encourage students
to come to the campus by offering movies, concerts, summer classes, and sporting events.

Plan. Particularly important is that student and learning support staff plan for the arrival of
new students, with special attention to those who will struggle with the transition. Teachers
can plan ways to reduce student uncertainty by designing classroom routines and schedules
that will be experienced as motivating and nonthreatening.

At the Elementary School Level. At all times, the key is: be aware of students concerns
and keep parents engaged. Schools should make parents aware of the anxieties children are
likely to experience. They should encourage parents to have open discussions with their
children about their feelings on starting school so they are better able to address concerns.
As many concerns stem from uncertainties, schools should inform parents of what is and is
not expected of their child at a particular grade level and clarify ways to counter fears
(Kendrick, online). Encouraging a dialogue between a child and the person they are closest
to is an important step in supporting a child suffering from heightened levels of anxiety.  Part
of such a dialogue might include listing a child’s fears on one side of a paper and writing
“facts” on the other side (Peisner, 2011).

Schools also can help parents be aware of the signs of anxiety so that they can effectively
intervene. Tamar Chansky stresses: “if your child is having difficulty sleeping, asking lots
of ‘what if’ questions, crying, clinging, or whining more than usual, these may be signs of
anxiety” (reported in Peisner, 2011). 

Schools can encourage parents to normalize their child’s fears (e.g., explaining to the child
that it is natural to be worried and that even teachers feel nervous at the beginning).
Moreover, parents can be encouraged to explain that they will feel more at ease as they
become more accustomed to their new educational environment.

Teachers for young children know that building positive relationships can serve as a
preventive measure for back-to-school anxiety. Researchers certainly support this. “Children
with whom kindergarten teachers reported a positive relationship were rated in spring of
grade 1 as better adjusted than was predicted on basis of identical ratings from the fall of
kindergarten year” (Pianta et al. 1995).  “Classrooms with supportive emotional climates ...
buffer anxious solitary children from risk for social and emotional difficulties” (Spangler et
al. 2011).
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At the Middle and High School Level. Again, the key is to be aware of students concerns
and keep parents engaged and well-informed about transition concerns. This includes
providing parents with the knowledge necessary to reassure their children and to notice early
signs of anxiety.

Researchers stress that “support for the transition from elementary school to middle school
... needs to begin late in elementary school (perhaps the entire grade 5) and to continue
throughout the summer and into the first semester or year of middle/junior high school”
(Anderson et al. 2000). The same goes for those starting high school.  Transitional programs
often are described as having three major components:  

• procedural – the type of early orientation steps outlined above

• academic –  it is often recommended that transition programs incorporate a
structured study skills class that encourages students to take more responsibility
for their learning (Dillon, 2008)

• social – social supports can be designed to help students fit in and make friends
(Akos, 2006). 

With respect to a support system, there are roles to be played by administrators, teachers,
parents, and students. For example, an older student that made a successful transition the
previous year can be particularly helpful serving as a model and a support for the new
student (Ferguson & Bulach, 1997).

One recent installment to the middle school and high school system is assigning incoming
students to a “family” or “academy” within the new school. This can facilitate transition by
building a sense of community and belonging. Also, to heighten feelings of community and
belonging, students can be encouraged to participate in organizations, clubs, and teams
(Anderson et al., 2000).

“Children in classrooms with highly supportive emotional climates may increasingly become
a cohesive group over the course of the academic year. Such cohesion may result when
the teacher promotes mutual respect and inclusion among all students in the class” (Avant
et al. 2011). Moreover, students in supportive classrooms are reported to engage in
significantly less avoidance behavior than students in ambiguous or nonsupportive
environments (Patrick et al. 2003). Students who feel that they are appreciated and are
contributing something to their campus help create a fulfilling learning environment and
successful transitions.
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Some Resources and References

Center Resources

For more on all this, see the following Center resources:

Common Psychosocial Problems of School Aged Youth: Developmental Variations,
Problems, Disorders and Perspectives for Prevention and Treatment.
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/psysocial/entirepacket.pdf

Transitions: Turning Risks into Opportunities for Student Support
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/transitions/transitions.pdf

Supporting Successful Transition to Ninth Grade
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/practicenotes/transitionsninthgrade.pdf

Transitions to and from Elementary, Middle, and High School
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/transitionstoandfrom.pdf

Welcoming and Involving New Students and Families 
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/welcome/welcome.pdf

Addressing School Adjustment Problems
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/adjustmentproblems.pdf 
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