
Supporting the return to Early Years 

Young children have just had months at home predominantly with their main caregivers only, so 
the transition back into setting or school is going to be a big step. Patience and sensitivity are key 
to supporting children in making this step.   

 Transition objects or photographs of family members may help children feel more comfortable 
when separating from their parent / carer. Gathering information on children’s experiences during 
the lockdown period will also help.  

 Normal routines may need to be adapted as children return. Expectations should increase slowly, 
and settings / schools will need to be flexible with rules and routines initially.  

 Time needs to be taken to re-establish the key person relationship.   

 Following the child’s lead is important and helping them to resettle through familiar play 
opportunities will be valuable.   

 Role play can be helpful for children to explore starting back at setting / school and a way for them 
to express their thoughts and feelings. Social stories can be used to explain and prepare children. 
Reading books are another great way for children to understand and normalise their feelings.   

 Remind children of the positive times they have had previously at setting or school. Stay positive 
and upbeat, children pick up on the reactions of trusted adults.   

 Work with parents and carers to establish good-bye routines at home. Parents and carers can, for 
example, give their child a ‘hug’ to squeeze all day long or you can sing a special song together 
before they leave. Good-bye routines are comforting to children.   

 Also help parents to establish daily routines, such as bedtimes, before they start back at nursery 
will be helpful.   

 

Effective communication with Early Years children 

This has been an unusual time for all children and young people. They may have questions about 
what has happened or want to talk about their own experiences.   

 Plan to give children time to do this and listen without judgement.   

 Adults should make themselves available for children to ask questions, talk about their concerns 
and provide reassurance to children.   

 To help children feel safe and manage feelings, acknowledge the child’s distress and difficulties.   

 Find a way to discuss the current situation honestly and appropriate to the age of the child, without 
provoking fear.   

 Think how to answer a child’s questions, younger children might understand a cartoon or picture 
better than an explanation. Keep explanations simple by turning them into a story (ideally a visual 
one), so the virus can be portrayed as less menacing and with references which are familiar to the 
child.   

 It might be helpful to provide opportunities for children to access books and other activities on 
COVID-19. Sharing stories about change can also help children understand what is happening.   

 Some children may be more reticent to share their feelings, in these cases you could use a teddy 
or soft toy as a third person to allow a child to talk about feelings, e.g. telling a child that ‘Teddy is 
scared, sad, etc’ can help them to share how they are feeling.   

 Play is a safe way for children to act out things that are worrying them and can help adults pick up 
on misunderstandings and talk about them.  

 Letting children know you are there for them but not putting pressure on to talk is 
important. Children’s communication can effectively be supported using visuals such as, 
timetables, count down calendars, pictures etc.   



 Adults need to model simple but effective communication. Often asking direct questions is not the 
best way to encourage children to talk/communicate. Start by sharing your own thoughts and 
feelings to show that it is ok to say what you think.   

 Young children learn through repetition so hearing the same explanations over and over may help 
them make sense of this experience.  

 At home, parents and carers can set aside quality time every day, turn off phones, TVs etc and 
spend time playing a game that the child chooses. This will help to open-up an atmosphere of 
closeness in which a child may feel safe to talk.  

Stories   

These stories may help to support communication with children about change and worries:   

 No Matter What by Debi Gliori 

 The Koala Who Could by Rachel Bright   

 The Huge Bag of Worries by Virginia Ironside  

 How are you Feeling Today? by Molly Potter   

 Dave the Dog by Nurse Dotty 

 Coronavirus A book for Children 

 

Supporting the wellbeing of Early Years children 

It is easy to think that very young children will have ‘missed’ the sudden change to life and 
somehow have been less affected by the lockdown than adults. However, this is not the case. 
They are likely to be affected by any anxiety that may have been shown by their parents and other 
adults and the changes to their routines.   

 During this time, children will experience a variety of losses, including not being able to see family 
members or friends. We can support children through this time by providing reassurance, keeping 
routines as regular as possible and helping children regulate their feelings.  

 Some of the behaviours we may see are crying, fidgeting, being clingy to a familiar adult, problems 
falling asleep / staying asleep, fear of being alone, temper tantrums, repetitive play, anger and 
aggression. Some children may regress to younger age for example, lose their toilet training, want 
to go back to drinking from a bottle, or talk like a much younger child. Responding calmly and 
helping children manage their feelings is important.   

 We need to validate emotions for example, ‘I know that this might feel scary’ and encourage 
children to engage in activities that help them self-regulate for example, exercise, deep breathing, 
and mindfulness. Use emotional coaching principles.  

 Keeping children busy and providing lots of time to engage in play and other fun experiences can 
also be effective. Children often feel more in control when they can play an active role in helping 
themselves, for example, children can help by following safety guidelines (e.g., washing their 
hands). Offering children choices can give them control over what they want to do.   

 Routines either new or existing ones, can help children to feel safe. Regular mealtimes and 
bedtimes and daily times to play, read stories and sing will contribute to a child’s sense of stability.  

 Children need adults’ love and attention especially during difficult times. Respond to children’s 
reactions in a supportive way. Listen to their concerns and give them extra attention to reassure 
them.   

 Children need quality time with their caregivers and other important people in their lives and 
making this time during the day at school or in the setting will help them build the resilience 
needed.  

Activities   

https://nursedottybooks.com/dave-the-dog-is-worried-about-coronavirus-2/
https://www.coventry.gov.uk/downloads/file/32971/story_about_coronavirus


These activities will help children to relax and manage anxieties:  

 Deep and slow breathing or breathing exercises such as ‘milkshake breathing’ using bubbles.  

 Sucking, chewing and crunching: Drinking something through a straw, crunching vegetables etc.  

 Bouncing or rhythmic activity: Jumping on a mini trampoline, star jumps, drumming, 
marching, rocking chair, dancing.  

 Listening to calm music or poetry  

 Sensory play such as fidget toys, stress balls, sand and water.  

 Heavy pushing, carrying or pulling activities  

 


