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The Nurturing Principles 

Learning is 
understood 

developmentally 

Environment 
offers a safe base

Nurture is 
important for 

wellbeing 

Language is a 
vital means of 

communication

All behaviour is 
communication 

Transitions are 
important in 

young people’s 
lives



Overview
• Context of transitions in current 

educational landscape

• Consideration of four key areas as 
highlighted by Louise Bomber:

- Increasing felt safety to support 
transitions

- Re-establishing connections

- Navigating Loss

- Practising appreciation

For adults and children and young people



Why focus on transition?

• “Whatever the scale or complexity of the transition the most important 
factor is to consider the situation from the perspective of the pupil, taking 
account of their strengths, difficulties and past experiences.”

• The Autism Toolbox, 2009 p125

• Any new situation involves the loss of the old, known one.  Memories are 
particularly likely to be re-awakened by sudden or extreme changes.  The 
more unstructured and strange a new situation, the further we are 
removed from what is familiar physically, mentally or emotionally, the 
more disoriented…we tend to feel. 

• Bomber, 2007



Transition and Loss

•



”The path before us is 
through uncharted territory and 

will need careful navigation.

Our guiding values should 
be kindness, compassion, 

openness and transparency.”

Education Scotland (2020)



What are 
transitions?



Transitions
• Transitions are “key processes occurring at specific periods or 

turning points during the life course” (Vogler, Crivello & 
Woodhead, 2008)

• Transitions vary in size – big transitions (e.g. moving class) or 
smaller transitions (e.g. moving from a maths lesson to a 
literacy lesson)

• Smaller transitions can be called micro-transitions

• Transition can be difficult for anyone at any age, since change 
involves loss and the need to deal with uncertainty. 

• This is true even when the transition is welcomed and 
anticipated.

• “Transitions are a natural part of human development and 
present opportunities for both personal growth and huge 
challenges as we adapt to them” (British Psychological Society)



COVID-19 and transitions

The global pandemic of 
COVID-19 and the lockdown 
has led to many transitions 
and as we ease the lockdown 
and return to education, we 
will face many more 
transitions – we must see 
through a COVID-19 lens



COVID-19 and transitions

• Everyone will experience transitions differently

• The idea of continuum of experiences – we will all experience 
transitions differently

• Louise Bomber’s idea of a continuum of loss, sadness, trauma during 
the COVID-19 pandemic (missing meeting up with friends all the way 
up to grief due to family members dying)

• We need to permit the expression of grief and not rush on too fast –
Louise Bomber

• We also need to recognise the resilience of individuals – people are 
likely to have had positive experiences and to have pulled upon their 
strengths and resilience during the pandemic.



Returning to the workplace

What do we need to consider?

Louise Bomber (2020) suggests four 
important areas for staff and pupils 
alike:

- Increasing felt safety

- Re-establishing connection

- Navigating loss

- Practising appreciation



Increasing Felt Safety
3 pillars of trauma informed care
Howard Bath



Sequence of engagement 

Third: We can
support the child to
reflect, learn, remember,
articulate and become
self-assured.

First: We must help the 
child to regulate and calm 
their fight/flight/freeze 
responses.

Second: We must relate
and connect with the 
child through an 
attuned and
sensitive relationship.



Autonomy – consultation with staff, children and young 
people and families

Discussion Point

Think about involving the whole school 

community in the transition within your

establishment’s context?

Is this reflected in your Recovery Plan?



1. Increasing Felt Safety…



Discussion Point 1.1

• How do we increase felt safety within 
our establishments?

• When thinking about what is needed 
for staff to feel emotionally safe and 
what is needed for children and young 
people to feel emotionally safe - are 
there similarities?



Increasing feelings of 
safety for staff...

• Staff need time to move around 
their school spaces again and feel 
safe doing so

• Consider safe spaces for time out 
for staff

• Check-in with staff members 
incorporated into working week

• Return to work at a slow and 
steady pace



Discussion Point 1.2

• What might you do in your 
establishment to increase 
felt/emotional safety for staff?

• What might help staff adjust to 
being back in the same building?



Preparing Children and Young 
People for Transitions

• Transitions can create anxiety for 
children and young people.

• Preparing children and young 
people for change can support 
them to manage transitions.

• Preparation can create a sense of 
predictability and element of 
control. Therefore there is 
containment inherent in a sense 
of routine and structure.



• Thinking about establishing a sense 
of felt emotional safety, what can we 
do to prepare children and young 
people for the transition back to 
school?

• How can we support wellbeing 
through routine and predictability?

Discussion Point 1.3



Felt Safety in Children and 
Young People

• Children and young people pick up on cues from 
the environment around them, how they are 
being communicated with, how they are feeling 
and the state of the nervous system of the 
person they are with to determine if they are 
safe.

• As children and young people will have 
experienced transitions differently during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, adults should start from a 
position of ‘help me understand you’ with an 
approach of Playfulness, Acceptance, Curiosity 
and Empathy.

• Adults can support children and young people to 
feel safe.



Increasing feelings of safety for 
children and young people...

• Communicate openly “the re-
integration plan” with 
children and young people 
and families

• Make use 
of timetables/timelines to 
communicate transition 
plans- support with visuals!



Increasing feelings of safety for children 
and young people

• Try to facilitate familiarity by limiting 
transitions where possible within the school 
day

•Communicate with warm body language and 
tone of voice

•Create safe spaces for children and young 
people within the establishment

•Facilitate opportunities for movement during 
the working day – e.g. movement breaks, 
stretches, sensory activities etc



Discussion Point 1.4

How will you support felt safety of 
children and young people on return 
to establishment within your 
context?



2. Re-establishing Connection…



Discussion Point 2.1

• What suggestions do you have for re-
establishing connection with staff in 
your establishment?

• Share examples of good practice✨



Using a PACE approach to re-establish connection

Playful interactions with children in 
the early stages of returning to school 
will help to create a sense of safety 
and belonging, reduce stress and 
defuse situations before they escalate. 
We might achieve this through 
personalised greetings in the 
mornings, being silly, sharing jokes and 
learning topics through physical action 
or musical rhythm. We could turn new 
routines into a game to diminish the 
strangeness and have fun rehearsals 
to make them easier to remember.

Acceptance is about being non-
judgemental and showing the child 
that we understand what they are 
going through. For example, “I know 
you’re scared about being here” or “It 
must be hard not to think of your 
parents at home. You loved spending 
so much time with them every day 
and it’s sad to leave them”. 



Using a PACE approach to re-establish 
connection
Curiosity is important in putting 
aside our own presumptions and 
eliciting the child’s views by 
wondering with them – “I’ve 
noticed you’ve been quiet since 
coming back. I think you might be 
worried about something”. 

• Empathy is our way of stepping 
into the child’s shoes and 
showing them that “we get it”. 
We might say “I know this is 
really tough for you. The 
classroom looks so different from 
the last time you were here” or 
“You are so upset that your friend 
comes to school on a different 
day. You miss seeing him every 
day like you used to”. 



Discussion Point 2.2

• Can a PACE approach be used with staff?

• Give some examples of this



Re-establishing connection with staff

• Protect time together as a staff team 
before introducing children and young 
people back to school

• Staff teams need quality time to regroup 
and reconnect with each other – create 
opportunities for fun and laughter

• Team building opportunities - imagine it 
was a whole new staff team 
coming together- what would you do?



Re-establishing connection with staff

• Consider creating opportunities for staff 
peer support and check-in as part of the 
working week.

• Consider use of a framework e.g. peer 
mentoring framework.



Re-establishing connection with children and young 
people

It will be important to communicate in advance 
what the children will be going back to. 

Will they be in the same classroom as before? How 
many will be in their class? Which staff will be 
there? 

Ideally, a visual overview or personalised message 
can be provided so that these issues can be talked 
through at home first. Some schools offer a virtual 
tour on their websites – since classrooms, 
corridors and communal areas will likely look very 
different under social distancing guidelines, the 
use of photographs and videos of the new 
environment could help to show young people 
what they can expect.



Re-establishing connection with children and young 
people

We may also need to think of transitional 
objects which allow the young person to feel 
“kept in mind” by a caregiver or key adult 
when going to and from school. This could 
be as simple as a photograph, a toy, a key 
ring or a scented tissue – something 
personal and comforting. There may need to 
be consideration of how these can be 
cleaned or where they can be stored to 
prevent others from handling them. 



Re-establishing connection with children and young 
people

Eliciting the views of children about the 
impending return to school – by asking them 
and their caregivers to write a letter, draw a 
picture or record a video – could help to 
provide a tailored approach in responding to 
their needs. Some may be scared to leave 
their homes or worry about being separated 
from their parents. Others have previously 
found school a very challenging or 
unfulfilling place – they’ve enjoyed being at 
home and the prospect of returning may fill 
them with dread. 



3. Navigating loss…



Discussion Point 3.1

• In school, how can we reflect on the losses pupils and 
staff have experienced?

• (The continuum of loss- missing a friend during 
lockdown all the way through to a bereavement)



Change and Loss

• By integrating strategies 
introduced in the Change 
and Loss resource we can 
ensure children and young 
people feel confident to 
discuss loss and build skills 
to be optimistic about the 
future.



Navigating Loss

• Find ways to explore loss and sadness within the school day – consider 
sadness from the experience of the outside world and gradually move 
towards the individual experience.

• Link with parents, inform them and encourage them to discuss at home.

• Ideas include create a remembrance book, sadness tree, opportunities to 
explore sadness through prose and poetry, assembly time

• An area in school that people can contribute to e.g. sticking leaves on the 
sadness tree.

• Ensure the message is conveyed “it’s OK not to be OK”

• How can we contribute as a school to the re-connection of the community?



Acceptance of loss

• Navigating loss
• Acknowledge our 

shared experience of what has 
happened

• Continuum of sadness and loss –
not all in same boat

• It is ok to not be ok
• Build in time to talk about this with 

staff and children
• Use creative means to share this –

music, pictures, 
remembrance book, sadness tree

• Resilience



Discussion Point 3.2

• What strengths can you identify in both yourselves and 
children and young people?



Strengths and hope
Resilience is not something that someone either does or 
does not have, it comes from how all the important parts 
of a person’s life interact – their friends, family, school and 
local community. We need to make sure that children 
have a strong sense of belonging, strong relationships, a 
sense of agency, high expectations, and that they can 
meaningfully contribute to their community.

During this crisis, there is a risk that the narrative around 
changing policies and school transition becomes 
dominated by the language of risk and trauma. Coping is 
important to protect ourselves from stress and it is 
important to connect with the ways in which we are 
coping with this challenge. Psychological perspectives and 
resiliency approaches also give space for talking about 
strengths and hope.

(British Psychological Society, 2020)



A Framework to support 
Resilience

• Work to reduce risk while enhancing strengths.

• Create positive goals

• Plan how to track positive change



4. Practising appreciation…



Discussion Point 4.1

How do we as a school community reflect 
on this time and think about gratitude 
and appreciation? 



Practising Appreciation
•Strengths-based approaches value the capacity, 
skills, knowledge, connections and potential in 
individuals and communities.
•The use of a strengths-based approach can 
improve social networks and enhance well-being.
•Strengths-based interventions can have a 
positive psychological impact, particularly in 
enhancing individual well-being through 
development of hope
•Gratitude can help us be more emotionally 
balanced, happier, and more positive. These 
positive effects result in social benefits as well!

•Showing our gratitude can also help us think 
more positively. The more we practice gratitude, 
the more we find to be grateful for.



Discussion Point 4.2

How might we explore appreciation, 
optimism and resilience with children 
and young people within the school day?



Summary
What do we need to consider next?

We all need time to reorient ourselves to ourselves, others and the school context in light of COVID 19.

We need time and opportunities to reconnect with each other in the first instance and then with our 
children, young people and families.

We have discussed the four important areas identified by Bomber (2020)

- Increasing felt safety

- Re-establishing connection

- Navigating loss

- Practising appreciation

To support this important transition, we need to ensure ongoing consultation around these topics with our 
parents, carers and young people.



Consider the need for enhanced transition 
practice

• For people who have experienced trauma and loss , transitions 
can be particularly vulnerable times, and we need to be very 
mindful of this. This is because the sense of loss inherent in any 
transition can trigger off very powerful feelings for children with 
attachment difficulties - Bomber



What support is available?
Who What

Education Staff
First point of contact is the child’s educational establishment. Offer opportunities for 
discussions to identify what support is needed and available.

Area Inclusion workers
Each school has a linked Area Inclusion Worker. Supporting children. Contact through the 
school

Nurture Team Nurture staff within school can be an additional point of contact

Family learning Team

1:1 family support for learning at home. Parents can contact themselves but would be 
encouraged to speak to school first.
https://nacfamilylearning.weebly.com
Familylearningteam@north-Ayrshire.gov.uk

Psychological services
Schools are able to access their allocated Educational Psychologist to help plan for transitions. 
https://bit.ly/2X8hcIq

Skills Development Scotland 
(Secondary Schools)

Provide targeted and enhanced support for transition. Contact through school Pastoral teams 
or Careers Officer.

https://nacfamilylearning.weebly.com/
mailto:Familylearningteam@north-Ayrshire.gov.uk
https://bit.ly/2X8hcIq


Choose one action point that 
you will consider taking 
forward from the presentation 
and discussions that will 
support…

❖ your staff group
❖ children and young people
❖ families


