HELPING CHILDREN

COPE WITH MOVING

Copyright

2005

williamgladdenfoundation.org

ISBN # 1-56456-138-0

All rights reserved.  No portion of this book may be sold, by any process or

technique, without the express consent of the publisher.

INTRODUCTION

According to the Census Bureau, over six million American children move every year.  For most of these youngsters, a family move, whether it is just down the block or to a strange, new city, is a difficult and trying experience that usually involves a degree of sadness, apprehension and emotional upheaval that some authors have compared to dealing with death or divorce.

For adults, moving to a new home or apartment may be an accepted fact; but for children simply moving to a new school ranks among their 20 most stressful life experiences.  Furthermore, school-aged children who move to a new community often encounter no less than eight of the 42 items listed as potential stressors on “The Social Readjustment Scale,” giving them a 50% greater risk of suffering a stress-related illness if the stressors are not alleviated.
Studies of the Denver Public Schools have also demonstrated that moving during elementary school can significantly affect a child’s academic performance.  In one such study, second graders who had changed schools at least twice since kindergarten scored 20% lower on achievement tests than students who had not moved.  Results also pointed out a direct link between students’ moving and the likelihood of their dropping out of school.  About 95% of those students who attended a single elementary, middle and high school graduated, while 68% of students who changed schools just once in 12 years graduated.  Of students who moved three or more times, only 30% eventually graduated.

A survey of nearly 2,500 elementary and middle school students indicated a mix of emotions when children talked about moving.  At one level, youngsters thought that moving was exciting and adventurous; yet, most shared their fears and apprehensions of having to adjust to a new school or community along with sadness at leaving behind old friends and familiar places.  Their concerns also focused on the reasons for moving, the degree of difficulty they would encounter in a new classroom and their own ability to adjust to new surroundings and make new friends.
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For the majority of children, many of the immediate emotional disruptions caused by moving pass with time.  However, parents, educators and counselors can help children adjust more quickly and with less upset through 1) an awareness of the questions and concerns children experience when facing a move, 2) understanding and supportive discussion of feelings and fears and 3) simple preventive measures and appropriate planning before, during and after a move.  Parents should also be aware of situations in which a child’s behavior indicates unusual difficulties in adjusting to a move, and which may require professional intervention.

The purpose of this publication is to explain the major emotional and behavioral effects of moving on children.  The primary goals of this information is to enable parents, educators and others to help children adjust more rapidly and effectively to the moving process, and to help make moving a positive and rewarding experience for every family member.

                                                                                               Thomas T. Olkowski, Ph.D.

                                                                                                Lynn Parker, L.C.S.W.

                                                                                                William Gladden Foundation
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ARE ALL CHILDREN AFFECTED BY MOVING?

Moving affects all children emotionally, regardless of their age, level of maturity or how well they seem to be handling it.  Moving even a short distance disrupts families.  Parents have more to worry about, greater responsibilities to handle and more work to do.  Life becomes temporarily unpredictable for children until the move is completed.  All family members are force to make adjustments and everyone experiences increased stress.  Even children who are too young to understand what moving really means can sense changes in how other family members are feeling and behaving and can be affected by them.

WHY DOES MOVING CAUSE DIFFICULTIES FOR CHILDREN?

Moving always introduces changes in family routines, and unpredictability about the future can be confusing and stressful to children.  It can cause a sense of sadness and loss about leaving friends and familiar places.  Moving can also produce concerns and fears about living in a strange house or an unfamiliar community, forcing children to make new friends and adapt to a new school and neighborhood.
WHAT KINDS OF DIFFICULTIES CAN A MOVE CAUSE FOR CHILDREN?

Children who experience difficulty dealing with their feelings about a move may show it in different ways.  Some may become quiet, withdrawn and less active.  Others may become angry, negative and complaining – even fearful.  They may have trouble sleeping, experience nightmares and become reluctant to leave home or to separate from their parents.  They may lose interest in friends and activities they previously enjoyed or exhibit a drop in their school performance.  Studies also show that children who move frequently and unexpectedly tend to experience academic difficulties, have trouble making close friends and display behavioral problems at home and school.
HOW DOES THE REASON FOR MOVING AFFECT CHILDREN?

Voluntary moves (such as when a family buys a new home or moves to take advantage of a career opportunity) can seem exciting and fun.  Unwanted moves (such as when a parent dies, parents separate or divorce or a parent loses a job) often cause a great deal of stress for all family members.  Moving always affects children, regardless of the reason; but the intensity of feelings and sense of loss associated with a “forced” move can make it much more difficult for children to deal with.  By focusing on the positive opportunities for learning and growth that a move might offer, parents can help children deal with a move more effectively even when it is not something the family really desires.
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HOW DO PARENTAL ATTITUDES AFFECT CHILDREN’S FEELINGS ABOUT MOVING?
Children’s feelings, especially those of younger children, often reflect how their parents are feeling about and dealing with the move.  If parents are excited, confident, organized and hopeful, their children are likely to feel secure and relaxed about the move.  However, if parents seem negative, uncertain, disorganized and anxious, their children are at-risk to experience stress, anxiety and upset related to the move.

DO ALL CHILDREN REACT SIMILARLY TO MOVING?

Most children will respond negatively to the initial thought of moving.  Reactions will differ greatly depending on each child’s age, sense of security within the family, sense of independence outside the family and individual expectations about moving.  In most cases, however, it is common for children within the same family to react differently, and because moving can cause a confusing mix of emotions, it is normal for children to exhibit unpredictable changes in their feelings about the move from one day to the next.

HOW DO CHILDREN’S AGES AFFECT THEIR REACTIONS TO MOVING?

Children in preschool and early elementary school tend to adjust to moving with less difficulty than older siblings do because they primarily depend on the family for their sense of identity and security.  Their major concern is that their important belongings and all family members arrive safely.  Older elementary school children, who have gained some independence, often experience a greater sense of disruption and loss because they have developed relationships outside of the family that are important to them.  Similarly, teenagers with strong friendships and loyalties outside the home will express the most resistance and experience the most difficulty in adjusting to the move.

WHEN SHOULD PARENTS TELL CHILDREN ABOUT MOVING?

Although there is no “perfect” time to tell children about moving, parents should try not to “surprise” them with this important announcement.  Children need time to adjust to the idea of moving, and they deal best with their feelings by having repeated opportunities to talk about them.  In announcing a move to children, parents should provide ample notice to allow them to talk about the move and say good-bye to friends.  For early elementary school youngsters, six to eight weeks should be adequate.  Older children and adolescents will need more time to adjust and know as soon as possible.
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WHAT SHOULD PARENTS TELL CHILDREN ABOUT MOVING?
Unpredictability and uncertainty are two major factors that add to children’s concerns about moving.  In talking to children about moving, parents should answer their questions as clearly and honesty as possible and try to give them an idea of exactly what will occur and when.  Parents who are uncertain about various details of the move should reassure their children that they will find out or that the family will work together in dealing with the uncertainty.  Being upset or angry about moving is a normal reaction for youngsters.  Parents should listen caringly to what their children say and be honest and supportive in discussing their children’s worries, questions and concerns.

SHOULD CHILDREN TALK TO THEIR FRIENDS ABOUT MOVING?
Parents should encourage their children to talk with friends and schoolmates about moving.  Saying good-bye is an important emotional part of moving that allows children to express their feelings of sadness and loss.  It also provides them an opportunity to hear about the moving experiences of other youngsters.  With the help of teachers and other adults, children can also use the experience of talking about the move with friends to develop ideas for staying in touch after the move has occurred.
WHEN IS THE BEST TIME OF YEAR FOR CHILDREN TO MOVE?

Scheduling a move ahead of time is not always possible, and, in reality, there is no “perfect” time to move.  The best time for a move, however, is one that will be least disruptive to children’s lives.  Moving during the summer seems to cause the least amount of disruption.  Educators favor it in regards to academic performance, and it gives children time to settle-in to an unfamiliar neighborhood before they have to adjust to a new school as well.  This is especially true for teenagers whose move disrupts a school team or club during the school year.  Moving during the summer may result in some “I’m bored” days before a child learns his way around a strange neighborhood and makes new friends.  However, it does allow a youngster to start the school year at the same time as his classmates and when teachers are more likely to take extra time and energy helping a new student be acquainted.

HOW INVOLVED SHOULD CHILDREN BE IN DECISIONS ABOUT A MOVE?

Obviously, parents make most major decisions regarding a family move; and children should not believe that they could somehow change the family’s plans to move.  However, depending on their ages, asking for and listening to children’s opinions about a new home and neighborhood offers them the opportunity to express and deal with their feelings about the move.  Allowing children to assist in the scheduling and planning of going-away activities and to participate in making decisions about the decorations and furniture arrangements in their own rooms will also them feel more involved and secure about moving to a new home.
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SHOULD CHILDREN BE INVOLVED IN PREPARING FOR A MOVE?
Whenever possible, children should participate in preparing for a move in ways that are suitable to their ages and ability levels.  For example, having them pack their own belongings and decide which clothes and toys to keep or discard offers them a sense of control and helps lessen their fears about losing favorite things.  With the assistance of a parent or older sibling, even young children can help in little ways, and they will feel more secure about the move if they are actively involved in helping to get ready for it.

HOW CAN PARENTS BEST INVOLVE CHILDREN ON MOVING DAY?

Because moving day can be hectic and emotional for everyone, parents should have a friend, relative or babysitter assigned to care for young children.  Keep them nearby so they can observe what is going on, but out from under the adults’ feet.  Answer their questions and give them plenty of support and encouragement.  Reassure them that their favorite belongings, clothes, toys and pets are safe.  If children are old enough to help, give specific instructions and supportive supervision.  Allow them to load small cartons or furnishings from their rooms so they see that their belongings are safely packed.  They might carry a backpack or box of “absolute necessities” so they can feel secure with familiar belongings in case there is a delay in unpacking upon reaching the destination.
HOW CAN PARENTS HELP CHILDREN BECOME ACQUAINTED WITH A NEW NEIGHBORHOOD?

As soon as possible, parents should plan activities to help the entire family become acquainted with a new neighborhood.  Taking short family walks together is one way of unwinding from the rigors of the move and exploring a new neighborhood.  Having children draw a neighborhood map with locations of their home, school, playground, community center and shopping area will help them feel more confident about finding their way around.  Setting specific family goals related to community explorations such as visiting the recreation center, meeting the mail carrier or getting a library card can help create a feeling of belonging.  Families should also investigate local groups and activities they may have an interest in such as churches, scouts and sports leagues.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP CHILDREN BECOME ACQUAINTED WITH A NEW SCHOOL?

Parents can help children become acquainted with a new school by walking or driving the route to school several times so that children feel completely familiar with it.  If possible, parents should visit the school with their children ahead of time to meet the principal and teachers and to tour the building.  Finally, parents should plan to accompany their children to school or to the bus stop for at least the first week until they are completely comfortable with the routine.
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HOW CAN PARENTS HELP THEIR CHILDREN MAKE NEW FRIENDS?
A reasonable goal is to help them meet other neighborhood children.  The rest is really up to them, and many children prefer it that way.  However, parents can become acquainted with neighbors who have children.  They can take their children to neighborhood places where other youngsters gather such as playgrounds, parks or pools or involve the family in groups or activities where families get together such as a church or community club.

HOW LONG SHOULD IT TAKE CHILDREN TO ADJUST TO A MOVE?

Most estimates indicate children take six months or more to full adjust to a family move.  Naturally, the period of adjustment will vary depending on factors such as the reasons for the move, the distance involved and the extent to which a family’s lifestyle and cultural surroundings change.  As stated earlier, children’s ages, their sense of independence and the extent of their relationships outside the family also affect how quickly they adjust.

WHAT ARE SOME SIGNS THAT A CHILD MAY BE EXPERIENCING DIFFICULTY ADJUSTING TO A MOVE?

The most common warning signs include 1) excessive anger, 2) sadness, 3) negativism, 4) sleeplessness and nightmares, 5) reluctance to be away from home or family, 6) significant drops in school performance and 7) prolonged periods in which a child loses interest in activities she once enjoyed.
WHAT CAN PARENTS DO IF A CHILD IS EXPERIENCING DIFFICULTY ADJUSTING TO A MOVE?

For most children, the initial difficulties related to moving dissolve over time.  However, parents can make sure everyone in the family operates as a “team” and discuss each family member’s questions, concerns and fears related to the move.  In situations where they are unable to help a child adjust to a move, parents might seek help through a school counselor, social worker, minister, doctor or local mental health professional.

HOW CAN PARENTS HELP TO ENSURE A POSITIVE MOVING EXPERIENCE FOR THEIR CHILDREN?

In case where children have special educational or medical needs (perhaps a learning disability or physical condition requiring specialized attention), parents should investigate schools and medical resources before moving so that their children will not have to experience any prolonged worry or disruption in getting those needs met before a move.  For the child who possesses exception skills and talents or has unique interests (perhaps a runner or dancer), parents can hasten the adjustment process by contacting local groups or organizations for information regarding those activities before the move takes place.
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COMMON REACTION OF CHILDREN
TO THE STRESSES OF MOVING

The following chart and explanation presents the stressors children may experience during each stage of a family move along with the most common emotional reactions they might exhibit to these stressors.  However, it is important to note that the circumstances involved in moving will differ from one family to the next and that not all children will experience each of these emotional reactions.

(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)
PREPARATION STAGE – This stage begins the moment a family first starts to consider or realize that a move may occur, and ends only when everything and everyone in the family is packed, loaded and on the road.  It includes the practical and often troublesome steps of house hunting, house selling, budgeting, financing, planning, measuring, cleaning, storing, packing, waiting and saying good-bye.  The unpredictability of the moving schedule and a multitude of unanswered questions about the future can cause emotional stress for children and parents alike.
Possible Emotional Responses of Children to the Stresses of Moving at this stage include: 1) mood swings related to the uncertainties of moving;2) worries about the reasons for moving; 3) loss of security resulting from the unpredictability of the moving schedule; 4) concerns about parents’ well-being; 5) fears and anxieties related to separation from parents; 6) insecurities caused by reduced time and attention from parents; 7) fears and anxieties related to the presence of strangers in the house; 8) insecurities resulting from disruption of familiar routines; 9) sadness and feelings of loss related to leaving friends and familiar places; 10) feelings of anger at having to move; 11) feelings of loss of control over one’s choices (particularly among adolescents); and 12) worries, uncertainties and fantasies about the unknown.
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PACKING/MOVING STAGE –This stage is when most of the physical labor is done and includes cleaning, wrapping, packing, junking, hauling and loading belongings from the house, traveling to the new house and unloading and unpacking upon arrival.  The major stressors during this stage are the disruption of a familiar routine and household structure along with the physical stresses of packing and moving.

Possible Emotional Responses of Children to the Stresses of Moving at this stage include: 1) discomfort and stress caused by disruption of the household structure; 2) continued concerns about parents’ well-being; 3) continued insecurities caused by reduced time and attention from parents; 4) continued insecurities resulting from disruption of familiar routines; 5) continued fears and anxieties related to the presence of strangers in the house; 6) fears of valued possessions, pets and family members being left behind; 7) fears of becoming lost or separated from parents and family; 8) continued sadness and feelings of loss related to leaving friends and familiar places; 9) continued worries, uncertainties and fantasies about the unknown; and 10) discomfort and stress caused by the rigors of traveling to a new home.

SETTLING-IN STAGE – This is the final and, perhaps, most important stage of a move.  It includes becoming acquainted with a new neighborhood and community, meeting neighbors, becoming familiar with new jobs and schools, establishing new family routines and dealing with feelings of sadness and loss related to leaving old friends.  The primary stresses of this stage include overcoming anxieties and fears about fitting-in to a new setting, becoming accepted and establishing new relationships.
Possible Emotional Responses of Children to the Stresses of Moving at this stage include: 1) continued discomfort and stress caused by disruption of the household structure; 2) continued uncertainty about familiar routines; 3) continued fears and anxieties related to the presence of strangers in the house; 4) continued concerns about the parents’ well-being; 5) continued insecurities caused by reduced time and attention from parents; 6) sadness, anger and frustration resulting from loss of or damage to valued possessions; 7) concerns and fears about exploring a new neighborhood, community and school; 8) fear of becoming lost; 9) worries and fears about being accepted and fitting in; 10) shyness related to meeting new neighbors, children and teachers; 11) continued sadness and feeling of loss regarding old friends and familiar places; 12) feelings of isolation in the new community; and 13) feelings of loss of status in the new school (particularly adolescents).
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SIGNS OF MOVE-RELATED STRESS IN CHILDREN

All children exhibit signs of stress in unique ways depending on their ages, maturity and developmental levels.  Individual children within the same family are likely to express their stress in vastly different ways.  Although any given children might exhibit only one of these signs, this checklist represents some of the many ways in which children experiencing move-related stress might respond, and of which parents should be aware.

· Dissatisfaction with the school or neighborhood

· Anger or conflict with friends, siblings or parents

· New and illogical fears

· Reluctance to be apart from home or family

· Loss of interest in previously enjoyed activities

· Drop in school performance

· Refusal to cooperate in preparing for the move

· Denial regarding the move

· Refusal to discuss the move

· Temper tantrums

· Excessive negativism

· Excessive sadness

· Inappropriate crying

· Helplessness or regression in younger children

· Sleep difficulties and nightmares

· Excessive worry about the new school or neighborhood

· Excessive and groundless complaints about teachers and school

· Bedwetting
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QUESTIONS CHILDREN THINK ABOUT
 DURING A MOVE
A survey of over 2,500 elementary and middle school children regarding moving showed that many youngsters share similar thoughts, feelings and concerns about family moves.  The following list represents the most common themes children expressed when discussing their experiences with moving.  Parents can use the list to become more aware of the kinds of concerns their children might have and to focus on as topics of conversation when discussing a move with their children.

· “Why do we have to move?”

· “Is the move somehow my fault?”

· Will I ever see my friends again?”

· Will my friends miss me?”

· What will our new house be like?”

· Will we know anybody at all at our new house?”

· What will the kids be like in our new neighborhood?”

· Will the kids be nice or will they be mean?”

· “What if kids make fun of me?”

· “Will I be able to make any new friends?”

· “Will the kids like to do anything I like to do?”

· “What if nobody likes me?”

· “What will my new school be like?”

· “Will my new school be harder than the one I go to now?”

· “Will my teacher be nice or mean?”

· “What if I can’t find my way around school?”

· “What if everybody in the family likes our new house but me?”

· “Will there be any things to do there that I like?”

· “Can we move back to our old house if we don’t like it there?”
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WAYS PARENTS CAN HELP CHILDREN
DURING A MOVE

The following is a list of practical strategies and techniques parents can use to help their children through each stage of a move.  Parents may not be able to accomplish them all; however, doing whichever are possible can help assure a more successful and less disruptive move for children.
· Answer all children’s questions about the move as clearly as possible

· Create predictability for children by explaining what will happen and when it will happen with regard to the move

· Involve children, to as great an extent as possible, in preparation and packing 

· Try to keep parental stress to a minimum

· Set aside time for familiar family activities apart from the labors of moving

· Create frequent opportunities to talk about how family members are feeling and what they are thinking in regard to the move

· Be a role model for children by sharing feelings and concerns about the move

· Be clear and specific, and be sure to take into account children’s ages and ability levels when assigning them tasks related to the move

· Structure ways to help children say good-bye to neighbors and friends

· Plan ahead to keep children involved and secure on moving day

· Reassure children that all family members, their belongings and family pets will be remembered and moved safely

· Allow children to help decorate and arrange their own rooms

· Make time for familiar and comfortable family activities after the move even if there are tasks to complete

· Visit the child’s new school together and meet the principal and teachers before school begins

· Make opportunities to talk about the new community and discuss ideas on how children can go about meeting people and making new friends

· Become involved in local groups or activities as a family to meet other families and create a sense of belonging in the community

-14-
WHAT SCHOOLS CAN DO TO HELP CHILDREN

WHO HAVE MOVED
One of the most stressful adjustments children must make when families move is to become comfortable in a new school.  Schools differ significantly in the effort they devote to helping new students integrate into the school community.  Even individual classroom teachers within the same building can exhibit vastly different approaches to the introduction of new students.  The following is a list of ideas gathered from children and teachers about helping a child feel welcome in the classroom.

· Take the child on a tour of the school and be sure to point out the bathrooms, library, gymnasium, cafeteria, playground areas and bus stops
· Talk with the child about school rules, academic expectations and special classroom activities or assignments and when they are due

· Meet with the parents to discuss the child’s academic functioning, appropriate placement in various subject areas and any special needs and interests a child may have

· Assign each new child a classroom “buddy” to introduce the child around and help him or her become acquainted with the school

· Hold a classroom meeting or group discussion to introduce the new child to her or his classmates and discuss various aspects of classroom functioning

· Ask for student volunteers to explain class work, conduct a school tour, eat lunch or play with new children on the playground and show them to the bus stops

· Develop a set of “get acquainted” activities so children can get to know the new student and vice-versa, such as class meetings; small group assignments; name games; a bulletin board with each student’s name, photograph and special interests; seating charts with each child’s name and photograph; name tags or a welcome-to-our classroom party
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SOURCES TO CONTACT FOR HELP
WITH FAMILY MOVES

The following is a partial list of professionals and agencies to contact for information, suggestions and help regarding family moves.  The first list contains local professionals and agencies that may provide direct help.  The second list contains national agencies to contact for information.  Refer to the telephone book for local professionals and agencies.

LOCAL PROFESSIONALS AND AGENCIES

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST, COUNSELOR OR SOCIAL WORKER – These educational specialists receive training to help children become comfortable in a new school.  They can be good resources for information about the community and they may be aware of transition activities for students new to a school district.

Telephone #

PEDIATRICIAN OR FAMILY PHYSICIAN – These medical professionals sometimes offer short-term support counseling to children who have just moved, or they can provide the names of local mental health professionals.
Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Although most children adjust to moves naturally over time, some children may benefit from counseling if they experience serious adjustment difficulties after a move.  The local mental health center staff can provide counseling or supply information regarding mental health professionals in the area that offer such services.

Telephone #

RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATION – Local churches frequently offer emotional support, counseling and family and group activities that can help children meet other youngsters their own age, and help families feel more welcome and involved in their community.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

Employee Relocation Council
www.erc.org
Moving Services

www.movepost.com.au
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