
Tips for Parents by Susie Kohl 

Feeling Safe in a New Environment 
Y TWO-YEAR-OLD GRANDSON idly flips the pages of a magazine like someone sitting in 

a doctor’s waiting room. Suddenly he stops and studies the advertising photo of a man 

and woman looking at each other with loving smiles. Delighted, he interprets the pic-

ture’s meaning to me, by making kissing sounds.  

Research tells us that, at any age, our brains and bodies benefit from seeing and experiencing 

warm feelings in action. From the time they are infants, children are exquisite barometers of non-

verbal communication, apt to cry at the sight of a frowning face or giggle at a familiar smile. At 

the beginning of the school year, we all become more sensitive scanners of faces, fresh com-

munication styles, and expectations in new classrooms. 

Children not only read their new teachers’ reactions toward their students. They examine how 

members of a teaching team communicate and how their classmates respond to one another.  

They scan their teachers’ non-verbal signals, asking the question “Do you like me?”  

Of course, these micro-calculations are unconscious to the child and unnoticeable to casual 

observers. As adults we scrutinize social and work situations in the same way, tracking the 

emotional tone of interactions. Children in new preschool and elementary classrooms pick up 

cues with a purpose: they want to quickly establish the ability to feel safe and trusting. 

In September teachers are also tuning in to faces. Pre-school teacher Max Reif reflected on this 

process in a prose/poem. “The first day of each year, all the eager faces take time to distinguish 

one from the other. But it doesn’t take long to wonder how that could ever have been. Then it’s 

time to learn the parents, grandparents, brothers, sisters, and nannies.” The “learning” of chil-

dren and families has at least as much to do with seeing them “with the heart” as with gleaning 

information on a child’s learning styles and interests.  

Parents, who are also paying close attention to how everything is going, can help children feel at 

peace in their new environments. Here are some ideas: 

Talk about the teacher as a trusted friend. Encourage children to confide in teachers when 

they have a question or concern. Teachers want to hear children’s ideas about everything from a 

new pet to a problem on the playground. 

Interpret situations positively. Talk about the positive things you notice. Praise your child for 

engaging in new activities.  

Comfort clinginess. Research shows that young children develop feelings of security when par-

ents don’t “push away” their clinginess but respond with reassurance and love. 

Create consistency. Managing new schedules and situations is both exciting and stressful for a 

child. Establish earlier bedtime and getting-up routines. Come to school on time and try to pick 

up when you promise. 
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