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Arriving at kindergarten
A guide to settling in

"Really, every child needs three things:

it needs tasks it can grow with,

it needs role models it can look to for guidance
and it needs communities

in which it feels held and secure.”

Prof. Dr. Gerald Hiither, neurobiologist

A warm welcome!

The beginning of our time together at kindergarten

We are delighted that you have enrolled your child at our kindergarten. Your child's entry
into kindergarten means change for the whole family - alongside the family, your child's
most important community, a new one now joins it: in these new surroundings your child
will make many contacts, build relationships and take the developmental steps that come
with them. This arrival at kindergarten is therefore a significant and important event for
the child and for their key caregivers (e.g. mum, dad, grandma, grandpa or the people
who will accompany the child during this time).

In early childhood education, the temporary transition from the familiar home
environment into the new - and initially often challenging — world of kindergarten is
referred to as “settling in”. It involves not only an organisational change, but also an
emotional challenge for everyone involved in the process (the child and their key
caregivers, the pedagogical staff, the group of children).

We have produced this information brochure for this sensitive process. In this booklet
you will find a description of steps that, in addition to talking with the pedagogue or the
head of the kindergarten, can be helpful for a sensitive settling-in period.
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Beginning
Transition - settling in - arriving

In the first days and weeks, the child gets to know the routine of daily kindergarten life,
discovers new rooms and builds relationships with the pedagogical staff and with other
children. This offers the child many opportunities: it can learn new things about itself, try
out coping strategies and thus experience trust and self-efficacy. For this reason,
transitions experienced positively are particularly enriching.

The family provides support and security during the transition to kindergarten. Especially
in unfamiliar situations, the child takes its cues from its key caregivers. If they build an
open and trusting relationship with the pedagogical staff, the child will also be able to
engage with these new relationships.

How much time a child needs in order to feel comfortable in the new rooms and among
children and adults who are at first unfamiliar varies from child to child and determines
how long the settling-in process takes.

Preparation

Approaching - getting to know - becoming familiar

New and as yet unfamiliar situations can cause anxiety and stress in adults and children
alike. Children need appropriate support with these feelings so that they can regulate
them and do not feel left alone. Key caregivers therefore play an important role in the
settling-in process.

Most settling-in periods begin with the start of the new kindergarten year, usually in the
course of September. Before the summer, the kindergarten holds an information
evening for parents at which open questions and concerns can be clarified and voiced.
At this opportunity at the latest, you can arrange joint “taster times” for you and your
child. Depending on what is possible at the location, this may be in the afternoon, for
example, or for a few hours during summer operation. During this time you can play
with your child in the group and perhaps get to know other parents/guardians and their
children. Use the “taster times” to actively explore the rooms with your child as well
(garden, group room, cloakroom, etc.). You will also have the opportunity to talk to the
pedagogical staff and ask questions.

Before the first day at kindergarten there is an initial meeting with the pedagogue
responsible for your child. Using a set of guiding questions, you will talk about your
child's habits, favourite activities and developmental steps, and about any questions you
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may have. Special events or challenges in the child's life — such as the birth of a sibling,
moving house, divorce or separation, flight from home, negative experiences of
separation or none at all - may make it necessary to allow a longer period for settling in,
or to consider when the right time for starting kindergarten might be.

Postpone the settling-in period if your child is ill. Illnesses (even seemingly minor ones
such as colds) affect the child's interest in and ability to engage with the new
environment. If it is already clear before the settling-in period begins that care will
shortly be interrupted (holidays, a planned hospital stay, etc.), settling in should only
start afterwards. Please also bear in mind that weaning should not coincide with the start
of kindergarten. If you are planning to return to work at the same time as your child
starts kindergarten, this needs to be coordinated carefully; it is also important to
consider who else could accompany the child at kindergarten as an alternative (grandma,
grandpa or another familiar caregiver).

During the initial meeting, the specific steps of settling in are discussed; these can be
arranged differently depending on the situation in the group and on family circumstances.
This exchange helps us to get to know your child better and forms the basis for working
together with the pedagogical staff at the kindergarten.

Many weeks before the first day at kindergarten you can
already prepare and support your child for settling in:

e Have conversations: Tell your child what to expect at kindergarten - in a friendly,
honest and age-appropriate way (see recommended reading).

e Look at picture books: Read books about kindergarten together to awaken
curiosity and reduce fears.

e Explore the way to kindergarten: Walk the route to kindergarten together - this
creates orientation and security.

e Encourage contact with other children: Invite children who may also be going to
the same kindergarten.

e Prepare the daily routine: At home, practise meal times and sleeping times similar
to the kindergarten rhythm. Find a way of falling asleep that the child can also use
at kindergarten, e.g. sitting next to the child while it falls asleep and perhaps
stroking it, instead of breastfeeding or carrying it.

e Find ways of comforting: Think together about what helps your child when it is
sad or tired (e.g. a cuddly toy, a song, a saying) - these rituals can also be
comforting at kindergarten.

e Practise saying goodbye: Plan short separations and reunions in everyday life
(e.g. at grandma's/grandpa's, with friends or a babysitter); this prepares your
child for the situation at kindergarten.
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How it works

Being there - saying goodbye — coming back

The settling-in phase is based on various scientifically grounded settling-in models, which
provide orientation and structure. Every settling-in situation is individual, depending
on the needs and experiences of the child, of the accompanying adults, of the children in
the group and of the pedagogical staff. Please consult the pedagogues about the exact
course and setting of your child's settling-in phase.

As a key caregiver you have a great influence on your child. If you speak to the
pedagogical staff in a friendly and interested way, your child will notice this and will
approach the new situation more calmly. It observes and senses: you are comfortable
with the situation and place your trust in the setting.

Use the opportunity to raise open questions, for example during the initial meeting. Avoid
critical conversations directly in the group while it is in operation, especially next to your
own child.

The first period at kindergarten - “being there” for your child

Your presence during the first few days is absolutely essential. You or another familiar
accompanying adult provide the child with a secure base and a place to retreat to when it
feels overwhelmed. Sit at the edge of the group room so that your child can see you. In
the first period this gives your child the security it needs in order to become familiar with
the new environment.

In the first few days, the time spent in the group or at the location is still short and
limited, but it should take place every day. During this time, stay with your child and
avoid creating situations that cause separation. Take your child with you if you leave the
room.

It is not helpful if you play with your child during this time, read a book aloud or offer
yourself as a playmate for other children, because this behaviour could limit the child's
opportunities to make contact with the pedagogical staff

and other children. Take an interest in your child's explorations and share its delight
when it makes its excursions “into the new world”. It helps many children to observe
what is happening in the group first from the secure base of their key caregiver. Explain
to your child what the other children or the pedagogical staff are doing at the moment, in
order to create an understanding of this new social situation. Trust in your child's abilities
and give it time to engage with what is new.
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Signs that suggest a first goodbye: your child ...

e makes contact with other children or adults (e.g. eye contact, smiling, curiosity,
chattering, asking questions).

e allows the pedagogical staff member to support it and seeks their help (e.g. with
nappy changing, going to the toilet, playing).

e appears physically relaxed and content (e.g. even breathing, relaxed posture,
calm movements).

e seeks less closeness to you as its key caregiver (e.g. less eye contact, it occupies
itself with interest in the group for longer periods).

First steps in saying goodbye

After the shared time in the group (with children under 3 years of age this time may also
last several weeks), the first short goodbye follows. This should be linked to certain
signs. If the child repeatedly shows several of the behaviours listed, a goodbye can take
place; otherwise a separation is not advisable.

Often just a few extra days are enough to let the child arrive properly. Ideally, the first
goodbye does not take place after the weekend or after a break in care.

For some children it is helpful to experience all the routines and processes of the day
together with their key caregiver (drop-off time, morning circle, snack, lunch, movement
room, garden, preparations for nap time, afternoon). That way, after the first separation
there are no new situations that have to be mastered alone.

When you leave the room, always say goodbye to your child consciously. The
goodbye should be clear and warm. In this way your child learns and notices that it is
now staying at kindergarten without you.

Phrases such as “I'll be back in a moment” or “I'll be back in 5 minutes” cannot yet be
understood by young children in cognitive terms. Concepts of time have to be lived and
experienced: the key caregiver leaves — and reliably comes back again and again. At the
beginning it is important that this “coming back” happens within a period of time that the
child can cope with well. It often helps to name a specific activity for the child so that it
can better judge the duration, such as “I'm going to the toilet.” Only gradually can the
period of time be extended - in consultation with the pedagogue.

Very few children would choose on their own to stay at kindergarten by themselves. For
a young child, saying goodbye to its most important caregiver means being left behind to
a certain extent, and it creates stress in the child's body. It may therefore be that your
child expresses sadness, anger or another emotion when saying goodbye. This is a
normal reaction and is supported by the pedagogical staff. Quiet, withdrawn behaviour in
children when saying goodbye likewise requires attentive support.

At the beginning, leave the room - but not the kindergarten - only for a short time and
wait to see how your child reacts. It can be helpful if, in the first period, you leave a
personal item of yours behind in the group, e.g. a jacket, your bag, etc. That way, when
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you say goodbye and go out, your child has an “anchor” and knows that you will come
back. If your child shows stress in this situation in the form of crying, screaming,
resignation, etc., please still go out, but stay in the immediate vicinity. If your child lets
the pedagogical staff member comfort it and shows interest in play, you can gradually
say goodbye to your child for longer periods on the following days. If your child cannot
be calmed by the pedagogical staff member, you will be called back into the room. Before
the next goodbye takes place, it is important that you help your child feel secure in the
group for a few more days.

The child's stress may well affect you too, and this time may be associated with
uncertainty, anxiety, stress, etc. for you. These feelings can be talked about in
exchanges with the pedagogical staff - this usually leads to the situation easing for
everyone involved.

Tips for saying goodbye at kindergarten ...

e A familiar object: Let your child bring an object from home that has emotional
significance for it: a cuddly toy, a car, etc.

e A goodbye ritual: Introduce rituals for saying goodbye, e.g. waving at the window,
singing a song, a particular touch, etc.

e Include the family language: If German is not your child's first language, write
down a few words in the child's language for the pedagogical staff.

e Family photos: A family photo brought from home, or a small album with photos
of familiar people and things labelled with the child's own words for them, can be
helpful for your child. If the child misses its family, the pictures can be looked at
together with the pedagogical staff. This can provide comfort and security.

e Flexible support: If your child has particular difficulty separating from one of the
two parents, it may be helpful for the other parent to accompany the child during
the settling-in period. It is possible that a child settles into the new environment
more easily in the company of one parent rather than the other.

Saying goodbye and coming back

Once your child manages to stay in the group alone for some time, the phase of daily
goodbyes begins. Even if you find it difficult: please make your goodbye clear and
warm and do not draw it out unnecessarily, as this could be distressing for your
child.

Come to the kindergarten at the agreed time and collect your child. Even if your child

would like to stay in the group longer or asks you to join in the play, signal to the child
that it is time to go home. In this way your child becomes familiar with the situation of
being collected and learns over time that you reliably come back. When collecting your

child, show your joy at seeing it again and take an interest in your child's feelings and
experiences.
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During this first period your child experiences the feelings of “saying goodbye” and “seeing
you again” intensely. At its own pace it learns to make sense of this and to find a way of
dealing with it that suits it. This often requires energy and effort. So do not be surprised if,
in the first few weeks, your child is very tired or particularly lively after attending
kindergarten, or shows behaviour that is unusual for you. A relaxed, calm everyday life as
a counterbalance to kindergarten is particularly important during this first period.

Growth needs patience

Because the settling-in phase does not proceed in a “linear” way, it may be that for some
children the length of attendance time already “achieved” has to be reduced again. These
apparent setbacks can occur and do not mean failure; they are part of the settling-in
process. In any case, please be easily reachable so that you can collect your child earlier
than agreed if necessary. Give the child, yourself and the kindergarten time, and do not
be disappointed if settling in takes longer than expected.

It may also be that after a longer break, e.g. after the Christmas holidays or the summer
holidays, a child needs a settling-in phase again.

Sometimes it only becomes clear in the course of the settling-in process that the chosen
time for starting kindergarten is not the right one. It may then be necessary to interrupt
the settling-in period; some time later — with a little distance - arriving may already be
easier for you and your child.

Mobile developmental counselling and support

If it emerges during the settling-in phase that your child needs a different form of care,
our pedagogues and heads of kindergarten, or the staff of the developmental counselling
and support service (inclusive early childhood education, psychology), will advise you. In
shared responsibility for the child, solutions are sought that are suitable for everyone
involved.

Information about settling in in various languages

We make our information brochure available in several languages. You can download it
free of charge from our website nikolausstiftung.at in the download area.

Here you will also find a great deal of other important information about your child's time
at kindergarten.
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Summary

1. Beginning

Starting kindergarten is a big step. Your child gets to know new children, adults and
rooms. This can trigger joy, but also uncertainty. Every child needs a different amount of
time to feel comfortable and to arrive in the group.

2. Preparation

Getting to know the kindergarten and the team:
e Attend the parents' evening before the summer

e Take up the “taster appointment”

e Initial meeting with the pedagogue

What you can do at home:

e Talk about kindergarten positively and with anticipation

e Look at and read picture books about kindergarten

e Walk the way to kindergarten several times and talk about it starting soon.
e Encourage contact with other children

e Adjust the daily rhythm (lunch, sleeping)

e Find comforting things (cuddly toy, song, saying, family photos)

e Practise goodbyes (grandma, grandpa, babysitter, etc.)

Important: Special life situations (e.g. moving house, the birth of a sibling, separation)
can require more time for settling in. Postpone the start if a longer break (planned
hospital stay, holiday) is planned. If you are returning to work at the same time, a
familiar person should take on the settling-in period.

3. Settling in
Good cooperation and trust in the team help your child to feel secure. Allow enough time
for settling in.

In the first few days

e Your daily presence is important.

e Stay in the background so that your child can make contact with the adults and
children itself.

When is a first goodbye possible?

Your child ...

e shows interest in other children and the pedagogical staff
e appears relaxed and content

e needs less closeness to you
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The first goodbye:

e make it clear, short and loving

e Crying or being sad is normal; leave the room anyway.

e You stay nearby and will be called back if needed.

In consultation with the pedagogue, the time during which you leave the group or the
kindergarten is extended.

Helpful things for your child:

e Bringing a cuddly toy or photo album so that your child has an anchor

e A personal goodbye ritual can help

e Tell the pedagogical staff important words in the family language that give the child a
sense of security.

e In the first period your child will be tired or emotionally stirred up — calm, closeness to
you and a relaxed afternoon are important during this time.

4. Good to know:

Starting kindergarten requires patience and trust; good days and difficult days are part of
it. If you notice that your child is under a lot of strain, talk to the pedagogical team, or
feel free to make use of advice from the responsible specialists of the mobile
developmental counselling and support service — together you will find suitable solutions
for your child.

We are delighted that you have chosen one of the approximately 90
kindergartens of the St. Nikolausstiftung!
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