
Preparing for Secondary 
School 

Workshops for Parents/Carers
and Y6 children 



About Me
I work for City & Hackney’s MHST (Mental Health in 

Schools Team). 

My role is Education Mental Health Practitioner  

I am based in different schools across Hackney but work 

at Grasmere on Friday mornings. 



• Understand the emotional impact of 

transitioning to secondary school

• Learn how anxiety and worry can show 

up during times of change 

• Explore strategies to manage worries 

and build confidence

• Identify ways parents and carers can 

support a positive transition 

Aims



Put your hand up if you're excited about secondary school

Put your hand up if you’re nervous about secondary school

Put your hand up if you’re a bit of both



You can feel:

✓ Excited

✓ Curious

✓ Nervous

✓Worried

At the same time.

Feelings can co-exist. Feeling nervous doesn’t mean something is 
wrong, it just means something important is happening. 



A transition is moving from one stage, place or situation to 
another.

Transitions can include:

• Starting school

• Moving house 

• New clubs 

• New friendships 

Transitions happen throughout life. Some are big and some are 
small. Secondary school is one of your biggest transitions. 

Transition



Why does change feel difficult?

Brains like:

• Predictability 

• Familiar routines

• Knowing what to expect

Change creates:

• Uncertainty  

• New situations

• New challenges



Why does change feel difficult?
Our brains are like prediction machines. They like knowing 

what's coming next.

When something changes, the brain naturally starts asking 

questions.

This is a normal brain response, not a sign that something is 

wrong.

Who will be 
in my class?

Will I get 
lost?

Will I make 
friends?



Common Transition Worries 

What worries might people have about secondary school?

Getting 
lost

Homework
New 

teachers
Friends

Being 
late

Not 
fitting in

Work 
will be 
harder

Not 
knowing 
what to 

do



The Worry Brain

Brains job:

• Keep us safe

• Spot possible problems

Sometimes:

• Helpful preparation

• Unhelpful 

overestimating danger

Our brains would rather give us a false alarm than miss a real problem.
These thoughts can create feelings of worry and anxiety. 



Anxiety 

Overestimating Threat

Underestimating Ability to 

Cope

01 02 03
Bodily Sensations

Associated with 

Adrenaline -

Heart beating faster, 

sweating, etc. 

Anxious Thoughts
Anxious Behaviour

Avoid worrying situations, 

so you dont get a chance to 

see if it's as bad as you 

think or if you can cope

Seeking reassurance

Anxiety is a normal emotion designed to keep us safe



Example: Secondary school transition

Thoughts:
“I’m going to get 

lost”
“The works going 
to be too hard”

Feelings:
Heart racing 

Sweating 
Headache 

Shaky 

Behaviours:
Avoid talking/ 
thinking about 

school
Repeated 

reassurance seeking

Provides short-term relief 
Reinforces that change is 
unsafe 
More worry next time

The Worry Cycle

Avoidance makes us feel better in the moment, but often keeps worries going



Unhelpful Vs Helpful thoughts

We can't always control whether a worry pops into our mind. But we can learn 

to question whether that worry is helping us.

Not because it’s negative
But:
• Makes us feel stuck
• Makes us feel worse
• Doesn’t consider all the evidence

Balanced and realistic 
Helps:
• Reduces intensity of worry
• Increases confidence to cope
• Looks at the whole picture 



Unhelpful Vs Helpful thoughts

I’ll get lost I might get lost at first, but lots of people do 
and there will be adults to help

Nobody will like me Making friends can take time, but there will 
be lots of opportunities to meet people

I won’t cope Secondary school will be different, but I've 
managed new situations before



What helps?

If someone was worried about starting secondary school, what might 
help?

There are lots of things that can help, but today we're going to focus 
on four that research tells us make a real difference:

• Face it in small steps
• Use helpful thoughts

• Coping toolbox
• Look back to move forward 



Face it in small steps
When we're anxious, one of the things we often want to do is avoid the 

thing we're worried about.
The problem is that avoidance can make worries bigger.

Confidence comes from doing, not waiting until you feel ready.

• Talking about secondary school
• Going to transition day 
• Looking at the school website e.g. pictures 
• Practising route to school



Use helpful thoughts

Helpful thoughts aren't about pretending everything will be perfect.
They're about reminding ourselves that we can cope.

Confidence isn't the absence of worry. Confidence is doing something even when you feel a bit worried.



Coping Toolbox 
Sometimes when we're worried, we forget all the things that already help 

us.

Talking to 
someone

Asking 
questions

Breathing 
techniques

Taking a 
break

Grounding 
techniques 

Problem 
solving 

Doing 
things 

you enjoy

Getting 
enough 

sleep



Looking back to move forward

Can you think of a time when you were nervous about something but 
managed it anyway?

Examples:
• Starting primary school
• Learning to ride a bike / play an instrument 
• Joining a new club 
• Sleeping away from home

Sometimes our best evidence comes from our own experiences. It shows 
you already have coping skills.



What children need from you

Children don't need you to:
✘ Remove all worries
✘ Have all the answers

✘ Make everything perfect

Children do need you to:
✔ Listen
✔ Validate feelings
✔ Encourage coping
✔ Remind them of their 
strengths

The goal is not to remove every worry before September but to help 
children feel confident that they can cope with challenges when they 

arise.



CHECK IN EXAMPLES

What are you looking 

forward to?

What are you 

worried/nervous about?

What do you already 

know about what's 

changing?

What could help you 

feel more confident?

How are you feeling 

about......? 

What do you think 

will happen if…?

What do you think 

you should do?

Listen first, solve second. Understanding a child's experience often reduces anxiety 
before any solution is needed.



Try to see it through their eyes! Validating and empathising can 
help them to open up and feel understood.

“It’s okay to find 
change tricky”

“We can do hard 
things together”

“Let’s think about 
what stays the 

same”

“We’ll take it step 
by step”

Helpful Language



These phrases seem reassuring, but often they accidentally shut down 
conversation. Whereas validation first is key as it recognises that the worry 

feels real to them.

“Don’t worry”

“You’ll be fine”

“There’s nothing to 
worry about”

Language to Avoid 



What stays the same?
When we're anxious, our brains focus on what is changing.

A useful strategy is helping children notice what isn't changing.

Instead of “everything will be different”, help them identify what’s staying 
the same. Such as:
• Familiar adults
• Existing friends
• Home environment/ family routines 



Children build confidence when they:
✔ Try new things
✔ Solve problems
✔ Experience success
✔ Learn they can cope

Confidence grows through experience.

You can't guarantee certainty, but what you can do is help children 
believe that if something difficult happens, they can manage it.

Build confidence not certainty 



Building resilience (not removing discomfort)

We don’t want to remove all discomfort for children. If we do that, we 
accidentally teach them that change is dangerous.

Instead, we help them tolerate small amounts of uncertainty with 
support

Examples:
Discuss worries and problem-solve together 

Talking through changes in advance 
Practising new routines at home



Preparing for Transition
We want enough preparation to reduce uncertainty, but not so much that 

it becomes overwhelming or anxiety-provoking in itself. 

Helpful
Talking about change early but not     
repeatedly 
Breaking information into steps
Using visuals, where possible 
Practising routines
Naming what will stay the same

Unhelpful
Overloading with too much detail
Constant reassurance loops
Last minute preparation 



Final Reflection

Children:

• One thing you are looking forward to 

• One strength you’ll take with you

Parents

• One thing your child already does well

• One way you’ll support them this summer

Often when we're focused on worries, we forget to notice strengths.



Any
Questions?



Feedback
🙂

https://forms.gle/f4iEJXQezMfMnb7T9 




