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During the initial weeks back to school following the Covid 19 related school closures we 

might find that we face some tricky situations. We have thought of some of the common 

ones below and offer some advice on how you might manage them successfully.  

What should I do if a child has difficulty separating from their caregiver? 

 

DO 

 

Acknowledge how difficult this is for 

them. 

 

Show how pleased you are to see them 

and offer reassurance that you will be 

there for them whilst they are in school. 

 

Remind them of when they will see their 

caregiver again. Use a visual timetable - 

show “hometime” on this and maybe a 

picture of the caregiver.  

 

Encourage the parent to establish a pre-

dictable but brief goodbye routine and 

stick to it. 

 

Distract with a motivating activity waiting 

for them in school. 

 

Connect with the pupil over a shared 

positive experience they have had with 

you in the past and link to something you 

are looking forward to doing with them 

again. 

 

Praise any small steps towards success-

ful separation. 

DON’T 

 

Expect anxious pupils to arrive in school 

with no preparation beforehand.  Do they 

know what the routines will be, who will 

greet them, what the classroom will be 

like? 

 

Leave anxious pupils waiting for a pro-

longed period before coming into school.  

Can they be at the front of the line or have 

a prearranged time slot? 

 

Physically take them from their caregiver 

or guide them into school – you need to 

maintain your social distance 

 

Minimise their feelings / tell them they are 

being ‘silly’ 

 

Panic!  It is not compulsory for pupils to be 

in school at this point.  If this pupil needs a 

step by step approach it is possible.  They 

may need to walk past school, visit school 

and gradually build up their time in school 

before attending for a full day. 

 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What if a child is upset because they are coming to school and their sibling/s are 

still staying at home? 

 

 

 

 

 

What if the child has an emotional outburst or meltdown? 

 

DO 

Acknowledge their feelings and em-

pathise ‘I understand that it feels un-

fair that you are coming into school 

and Mia isn’t at the moment’ 

 

Explain why ‘there isn’t enough space 

for everyone to come back safely but 

we’re working on it’. 

 

Point out the positives – what          

experiences might they be having 

that their sibling will be missing out 

on?  Who might they be pleased to 

see? Is there a favourite activity wait-

ing for them? 

 

Focus their attention upon ‘reporting 

back’ on their adventures to those at 

home at the end of the day. 

 

DON’T 

Dismiss their feelings ‘I don’t know 

what you’re talking about.  You’re 

lucky!’  (They won’t be feeling lucky 

right now!) 

 

Share that you have negative feelings 

or reservations about being in school 

too (even if you do!). 

DO 

 

Recognise if you are not the best person to support the pupil at 

this time. 

 

Acknowledge and accept their emotional communication and 

wonder aloud. ‘I can see that you are finding this tricky and I’m 

wondering if it’s because …’ 

 

Give the pupil time and space – they may need your presence in order to feel sufficiently 

contained but may take a while before they are ready for verbal communication. 

 

Keep your body language and tone as calm and relaxed as possible.  (It’s hugely reassuring 

to feel that the adult who is with you is not overwhelmed by your feelings.) 

 

Offer reassurance. ‘I’m not going anywhere.  These big feelings will pass.  We will work this 

out together.  When you’re ready we can …’ 

 

Encourage the pupil to move away from a potential audience where they can have time and 

space to calm down. 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

What if the child is withdrawn or refuses to engage? 

 

 

DON’T 

 

Try to physically intervene or contain the pupil.  If necessary make the area as safe 

as possible – this may include removing objects and other pupils. 

 

Shout – this just encourages them to increase their volume to match you. 

 

Panic.  Remember you have another human being in front of you whose feelings 

have got too big to handle.  You can help them with this. 

 

Take it personally.  Whatever insults come your way they are much more likely to be 

an expression of their current struggle than a reflec-

tion of their feelings about you personally.  ‘I’m sorry 

you feel that way.  I always enjoy working with you’. 

 

Try to take control of the situation too quickly.  An 

authoritative approach is likely to make the pupil 

feel more vulnerable and they may feel the need to 

escalate their behaviours in order to regain a sense 

of control. 

DO 

 

Notice their behaviour and wonder aloud 

‘I’ve noticed that you haven’t wanted to 

join in and I’m wondering if it’s because 

this is all feeling a bit strange at the mo-

ment?’ 

 

Reassure the pupil that this is a ‘normal’ 

and understandable reaction. 

 

Reassure the pupil that you are there if 

they need anything.  Check-in with them 

regularly. 

 

Give the pupil lots of time and space. 

 

Find creative ways for them to begin to 

join in, in a way that they feel comfortable 

with. 

 

Ensure that you are there to greet the pu-

pil when they come into school. 

 

Maintain regular contact with the family. 

DON’T 

 

Expect too much, too soon. 

 

Insist that the pupil responds to you.  They 

may not feel safe enough to do this yet. 

 

Insist that the pupil joins in.  Acknowledge 

and accept their need to withdraw. 

 

Talk at the pupil / feel the need to fill         

silences.  They are likely to be dealing with 

some pretty big feelings and may not be 

able to take a great deal of language on 

board. 

 
Talk negatively to parents about the pupils’ 
lack of engagement - especially not in front 
of the pupil.  Focus on all that they have 
achieved by being in school for the day. 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What if a pupil breaks the Social Distancing Rules? 

 

 

 

 

 

 What if a pupil is upset that they are not in a group with their best friend / familiar 

adult  

 

 

DO 

 

Expect this to happen!  It is so easy for 

pupils to get carried away and forget. 

 

Remember that this is a completely new 

way of ‘being’ at school for everyone. 

 

Talk to the pupils about the new routines 

and, most importantly, the rationale be-

hind them. 

 

Reinforce new rules and routines by re-
ferring to them regularly, posting visual 
reminders and praising those who re-
member to follow them. 

DON’T 

 

Overreact!  This sounds simple but if our 

anxiety about maintaining social distanc-

ing is heightened we are likely to panic if 

someone breaks the rules.  This will only 

instil panic in the pupils and raise their 

anxiety. 

 

Dwell on inappropriate or ‘rule breaking’ 

behaviours.  We should focus our atten-

tion upon talking about the behaviours 

that we do want rather than those that 

we don’t want. 

 

DO 

 

Acknowledge their feelings and empathise ‘I 

can see that you’re really missing Harry / Mr 

Smith.  I would miss Harry if he was my 

best friend / teacher too’. 

 

Explain - ‘there are less children in each 

class at the moment so that we can stay 

safe.  The adults need to be shared out to 

look after all of the children’. 

 

Reassure – ‘you will be able to play          

together/see your teacher again when it is 

safe’. 

 

Find ways for the pupil to connect with their 

friend / adult.  Can they establish a special 

‘socially distanced’ hello / high five?  Can 

they speak to each other or see each other 

from a safe distance?  Can they share news 

and achievements with each other using 

technology? 

 
Encourage the pupil to develop positive re-
lationships and connections with other pu-
pils and adults within the group. 

DON’T 

 

Brush over their disappointment or feel-

ings of sadness.  Their best friend or fa-

miliar adult is likely to have been a se-

cure and safe base for them within 

school. 

 

Underestimate the impact that this can 

have on a pupil.  They have left the se-

curity of home to attend a school that is 

significantly different to the one they left 

and they don’t have the comfort of their 

familiar relationships to help them to 

manage this. 

 

Expect the pupil to ‘replace’ their special 
relationships with particular peers or 
adults.  It is likely that these people will 
remain special to them throughout this 
period. 


