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Acknowledge the extent of the challenge Doing so will help you ensure that your expectations of your child are realistic 
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Empathize and Communicate with your child One of the most powerful ways you can support your child through the process of returning to school is by attempting to understand how they are feeling about the situation. 
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Identify challenges and brainstorm solutions 
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Communicate with your child’s teacher Once you’ve identified some specific challenges and worked with your child to identify some potential solutions, you’re ready to help your child to communicate their needs to their teacher and other key adults at the school.
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Laying the Groundwork for a Successful Return to School for Children with Mental Illness

A Quick Guide to Supporting Parents and Families Advocating for and with your Child

By Ann Douglas

If you’re the parent of a child with mental illness, you already know that coping with change can be really hard. Heading back to school in an ordinary year is challenging enough for many kids—and this year, the challenge will be even greater. Not only will kids need to adjust to a whole new set of rules for keeping themselves and others safe at school: they’ll also be dealing with the challenge of transitioning back into their school year routines after roughly six months of rather unstructured pandemic living. In other words, they’re going to be dealing with a lot.

And that’s why kids will be counting on parents, teachers, and other caring adults to provide them with the support and reassurance they need to transition back to school successfully, in a way that fully supports their mental health. What follows is a guide to support you in your efforts to do just that: to lay the groundwork for a successful return to school for your child in what is likely to be an exceptionally challenging school year. 

Inside the Guide…

Acknowledge the extent of the challenge Doing so will help you ensure that your expectations of your child are realistic 

Help your child to feel good about returning to school Talking with your child about how school is likely to be different this year and what might be helpful to them in navigating all that change

Empathize and Communicate with your child One of the most powerful ways you can support your child through the process of returning to school is by attempting to understand how they are feeling about the situation.


Communicate with your child’s teacher Once you’ve identified some specific challenges and worked with your child to identify some potential solutions, you’re ready to help your child to communicate their needs to their teacher and other key adults at the school.





 
Acknowledge the extent of the challenge

School is going to look and feel quite different this year. While the situation will vary from community to community and even from school to school, students can expect to return to classrooms with very different rules in place. They’ll be required to adhere to guidelines for physical distancing, mask wearing, and personal hygiene; to limit their movements within the school; and to spend more time seated at their desks. And that’s just for starters. 

They can also expect to contend with an ongoing series of road bumps and policy pivots as we head into this one-of-a-kind school year. The situation is strange and uncertain. We’re going to have to improvise and change course as we go. It doesn’t mean that we’re doing things wrong: it means that we’re working hard at applying all our hard-earned knowledge about what it means to go to school in a world with COVID-19.

It’s important to acknowledge the extent of the challenge: to recognize the many ways that things will be different this year for all of us: students, teachers, families, and communities. 

Being realistic about what’s possible will allow us to adjust our expectations accordingly, as opposed to setting our selves and our kids up for frustration and disappointment. 

And that starts with acknowledging the fact that everyone will be carrying an extra-heavy load this year—and recognizing that it will be more important than ever to be patient with and kind to one another.

TIP: 
Be hopeful and optimistic, but also realistic about what may be possible for your child right now. Your child is dealing with a very challenging set of circumstances—a situation that may be triggering a lot of added anxiety—and children can’t be expected to settle into learning at school until they are feeling safe and secure. So the best way to support your child’s academic learning is to make their mental health a priority, even if that means putting school or academics on the backburner for now. What matters most in this moment is the health and wellbeing of your child. 



SIDEBAR

Help your child to feel good about returning to school

It’s important to recognize the important role that you, as the adult, have to play in setting the emotional tone for your child and your family. You have the opportunity to help your child to hold on to hope during a really challenging time, and to feel good about returning to school.

A key first step is to acknowledge and work through your own feelings of anxiety about your child’s return to school. Maybe you’re worried about the physical safety of your kindergartener or the mental wellbeing of your teenager. If you can pinpoint the source of your underlying worry, you may be able to find a way to deal with the issue or to seek some additional support for yourself. Your goal is to get to a place where you can feel calm, confident, and positive when you talk to your child about heading back to school. That doesn’t mean that you’re trying to erase the worry: you’re simply trying to make it a little more manageable.

TIP: Know that you’re not alone in “feeling all the feelings” this back-to-school season.  A lot of parents are feeling extra worried this year. One way to manage that worry is by reaching out to other people for support—perhaps chatting with a friend via a Zoom call or joining your local Parents for Children’s Mental Health chapter or the Children’s Mental Health Ontario Facebook Group. 

Look for opportunities to normalize the back-to-school experience as much as possible. Yes, it’s going to be an extra challenging back-to-school season, but that doesn’t have to rob the experience of all of its joy. Look for opportunities to help your child to recognize that there are still things to look forward to—perhaps reconnecting with friends or a favourite teacher or shopping for back-to-school supplies like a snazzy new backpack or a flashy pair of running shoes.

Help your child to ease back into school-year routines. Routines are important. They help us to feel grounded and secure—which means they’re needed more than ever, right now. Transitioning back to a school-year routine won’t be easy after six months of relatively unscheduled pandemic living, so you might want to tackle it in stages, gradually shifting bedtimes and wakeup times, dialing back the amount of screen time, and ensuring that mealtimes are happening at predictable times. It might also be a good idea to talk about the challenges of being apart from other family members, after six months of “bubbling” together. If this is the case for your child, you might want to help your child to identify ways of feeling supported and connected by you, even when the two of you are physically apart. 

TIP: It’s important to acknowledge the fact that not every kid is going to be excited about heading back to school. Some might even experience a heightened level of school refusal and/or separation anxiety. 

Express confidence in your child’s ability to handle what is admittedly a very challenging situation. Remind your child that they’ve been through hard things before and they managed to make it through—and that they don’t have to handle this on their own. There are people who care about them, both at home and at school. We can weather the challenges together. 






Empathize and Communicate with your child

One of the most powerful ways you can support your child through the process of returning to school is by attempting to understand how they are feeling about the situation. Here’s are some questions that might help to spark some important back-to-school conversations between you and your child:

· In what ways do you think things will be different this year? What is likely to stay the same?
· What are you wondering about—and how might you find answers to those questions? How do you go about deciding which information sources you can trust and which ones you should choose to ignore?

TIP: 
Don’t forget to do your homework, too. If you make a point of learning as much as you can about the policies and procedures that will be in place at your child’s school, you’ll find it easier to help your child to anticipate and work through any back-to-school related challenges and to debunk any misinformation they might have encountered.

· What is on your mind when you think about returning to school? What are you looking forward to and what are you concerned, frustrated, or even sad about (for example, frustration about not being able to move around as freely at school or the cancellation of extracurricular activities that were the highlight of school for your child)? 
· What are some challenges you might expect to encounter this year? How might we tackle some of those challenges as a family? What additional supports would you like to have put in place at school? 
· Can you think of anything that would help to make school a really positive experience for you this year?
· What would things look like if everything was going really well or if everything was going wrong? What strategies could you use to get yourself back on track or to reach out for help if you felt like you were hitting a rough patch?
· When you think about tapping into support at school, who are you most likely to turn to for support, and why? Who are you least likely to turn to—and why? Are there systems and supports that worked last year that might not be available this year? What workarounds can we come up with to ensure that you’re able to access support when you need it?





3. Identify challenges and brainstorm solutions

Now that you’ve gained an appreciation for the biggest challenges your child is likely to face as they prepare to return to school, the two of you can switch into problem-solving mode and look for ways of addressing those challenges as a family and/or with support from your child’s teacher or the school.

You’ll probably find yourself working through a couple of different categories of challenges.

· Long-standing challenges that existed prior to the pandemic and that will require managing this year as well. Those challenges didn’t magically disappear in recent months. In fact, some of them (like anxiety) might even have intensified over the course of the pandemic. It’s important to acknowledge that some of the coping strategies that your child relied on in pre-pandemic times (for example: leaving the classroom if they feel like they are about to have an angry outburst) might not necessarily be available to them in the same way right now. You may need to help your child to come up with other strategies for addressing these ongoing challenges while still complying with pandemic protocols.

· Pandemic-related challenges related to changes at school. Some children will find it challenging to wear masks, or to communicate with others while everyone is wearing masks, or to be confined to their desks or classrooms for long periods of the school day. Opportunities for movement are an important piece of the self-regulation puzzle for many children (particularly those who are subject to outbursts), so some kids are going to find this especially difficult. It will be important to come up with some backup strategies and workarounds, both as a family and in conjunction with the school.

TIP: If your child is feeling anxious about the fact that pandemic-related plans and protocols are likely to continue to change, help them to understand that this is actually a good thing—evidence that we’re figuring out new ways of keeping ourselves and one another safe as we learn more about COVID-19.

· Pandemic-related challenges that go beyond school. It’s important to acknowledge the mental health impact of living through a global pandemic. Depending on what your child, family, and community have experienced, the anxiety and trauma may be far-reaching and intense. In this case, your child might benefit from tapping into some extra support at school and/or through a children’s mental health agency.

· Challenges associated with the transition back to school. Your child might also find it challenging to transition back to school school-year routines after many months of pandemic living, which may have meant erratic sleep patterns, increased screen time, and decreased physical activity for many students. The transition back to school may prove to be a bit more challenging this year.



SIDEBAR: SUPPORTING YOUNGER CHILDREN

Looking for strategies for helping younger children to feel more comfortable about wearing masks and/or making sense of hygiene and physical distancing rules? Here are a few ideas. 

· Look for social stories that show what school will look like this year (for example, people wearing masks and face shields) and practice the new routines that will be in place at school (for example, putting a mask on and taking it off; washing your hands a couple of times a day—and in a way that will actually get rid of the germs).
· Use dominos to explain the concept of physical distancing as a strategy for preventing viral spread. “If the dominos are too close together and one of the dominos gets knocked over, all the dominos will fall over. But if the dominos are a little further apart, the other dominos will be okay when that first domino falls down.”
· Help your child to understand that while it may be a little more challenging to try to read a person’s emotions or communicate your own feeling when everyone is wearing a mask, but it can be done. Help your child to figure out how they could use exaggerated facial expressions or gestures if they feel like the message they’re trying to send isn’t getting through; and how they might share these strategies with other people, including classmates and staff.







4. Communicate with your child’s teacher

Once you’ve identified some specific challenges and worked with your child to identify some potential solutions, you’re ready to help your child to communicate their needs to their teacher and other key adults at the school. Your goal is to find ways to amplify your child’s voice, either by advocating directly on behalf of your child or by supporting and encouraging your child’s efforts to advocate for themselves, to the extent that this is possible right now.

Here are the key points to keep in mind when you’re advocating with, or on behalf of, your child.

· Recognize the benefits of starting a conversation with your child’s teacher—and continuing to build on that conversation over time. You have so much to gain by collaborating. Think about the breadth and depth of knowledge the two of you bring to the table: your child’s teacher is an expert when it comes to education and you’re an expert when it comes to your child.
· Know when to make the call. Making contact with your child’s teacher is key, but that contact doesn’t necessarily have to happen on or before the first day of school. Teachers and school administrators are going to be dealing with a lot of last-minute changes to school policies and protocols as well as a flood of phone calls and emails from parents. It may take a little longer than usual to make contact this year. Of course, that shouldn’t stop you from attempting to make contact with your child’s teacher as soon as possible, particularly if your child is really struggling. That’s important information for any teacher to have. And if you’re not able to make contact in a timely manner with your child’s teacher (or you’re not satisfied with the responses you receive from that teacher), you might also consider reaching out to the school's social worker, child-youth worker, guidance counsellor, or to the board's mental health leads. They can also provide practical support to you and your child.
· When you do make contact, aim to have a frank and honest conversation with the teacher about the challenges that everyone will be facing this year. You might want to acknowledge that you’re not expecting this to be your child’s best school year ever and to emphasize what matters most to you in this moment—your child’s health and wellbeing versus academics. 
· Do what you can to lighten the teacher’s load. Be prepared to bring some fresh ideas to the table. And don’t be afraid to ask for something new or different because everything is new and different right now.  A guiding question might be, “How can we make this situation work because we both know that the norm isn’t going to work for my child right now.”

TIP: 
Consider creating a brief one-pager that can serve as a quick way of helping the teacher to get to know your child. Your goal is to highlight the information the teacher really needs to know in order to ease your child’s transition back to school and to lay the groundwork for a positive experience this year.

· Expect this to be an ongoing conversation. The situation that we are dealing with is complex and rapidly evolving. It’s not realistic to expect to be able to anticipate and troubleshoot every possible school-related issue ahead of time or during a single back-to-school phone call. What you want to do is to open the lines of communication so that you can continue to collaborate with the teacher over time.
· Be prepared to work on this relationship. Assume the best of intentions on the part of the teacher, who is shouldering an extra-heavy workload right now. A little extra kindness will go a long way right now. It will be noticed and appreciated.
· Have a plan for getting the relationship back on track if do you happen to hit a rough patch. Misunderstandings can and do happen, but you and the teacher can recover from that. The way to do this is to focus on your shared goal: making school a positive experience for your child. 

TIP: 
Keep records of your communications with your child’s teacher. You may find that you need to be extra persistent this year when you’re advocating for your child this year, given that teachers and other student support staff will be carrying an extra heavy load and the pandemic situation will be constantly changing. Having a few notes summarizing the key strategies identified during a particular conversation can really help to keep everything moving forward in a way that makes a real difference for your child.
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