
The Emotional Experience of Change

At the heart of this is the emotional experience of
transition. For young children, the world is grounded
in familiarity. It is built on predictable routines,
known environments, and trusted relationships.
These elements provide a sense of security that
allows children to explore, engage, and learn with
confidence. When something changes, even
temporarily, that sense of security can feel
uncertain. In response, children often seek
reassurance, connection, and stability.

This understanding is closely aligned with the work
of John Bowlby, whose attachment theory
emphasises the importance of a secure base. When
children feel emotionally safe and connected, they
are able to move confidently between experiences,
knowing that support is available if needed. When
that sense of safety is disrupted, even slightly,
children may respond in ways that reflect their
need to regain it. 

What we observe as hesitation, clinginess,
emotional responses, or withdrawal are not simply
behaviours to be managed, but expressions of how
a child is experiencing change. It is important,
therefore, to recognise that transitions are not
solely practical or organisational events. They are
relational and emotional processes. They are
shaped not only by what is happening, but by how it
feels to the child moving through it.

Transitions are often spoken about as distinct moments in time - starting school, moving to a
new setting, or stepping into something new. They are framed as milestones, markers of
development, and signs of progress. Yet for young children, transitions are rarely confined to
these singular events. Instead, they are woven throughout the fabric of everyday life, quietly
shaping how children experience change.

From moving between activities to saying goodbye at the door, from coming inside after
outdoor play to settling into a new routine, children are constantly navigating transitions. 

While these moments may appear small from an adult perspective, each one requires an
adjustment. Each one asks the child to shift their attention, regulate their emotions, and
adapt to something different. Over time, these everyday experiences begin to build a child’s
understanding of change - not just what it looks like, but how it feels.
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When Small Moments Shape Bigger Transitions 

While larger transitions, such as starting school or settling into
a new setting, are often given significant attention, they do not
occur in isolation. They are built upon the child’s prior 
experiences of change. Every small transition throughout the
day contributes to a child’s developing sense of what it means
to move from one experience to another.

Sometimes, these moments can be easy for adults to overlook. 
A child who becomes upset when asked to stop playing, 
struggles during tidy-up time, or finds separation at the
door difficult may not simply be resisting the routine itself. 
They may be responding to the emotional demand of transition - 
the uncertainty of what comes next, the ending of something familiar, or the effort required to shift
emotionally and mentally between experiences. When we pause to see these moments through a
relational lens, we are better able to respond with empathy rather than urgency.

When transitions feel rushed, unpredictable, or unsupported, children may begin to associate change
with uncertainty. Conversely, when transitions are approached with consistency, connection, and
care, children begin to build trust - both in the process of change and in the adults guiding them
through it.

Seeing Transitions Through the Child's Perspective 

This perspective invites a shift in how we view transitions within early years practice. Rather than
focusing solely on the outcome - how quickly a child settles or adapts - we are encouraged to consider
the experience itself. What does this moment feel like for the child? What do they need in order to feel
secure as they move through it? These questions move us beyond managing transitions and towards
understanding them.

Research further supports the significance of this approach. The Education Endowment Foundation
highlights the critical role of social and emotional development in children’s long-term outcomes,
emphasising that emotional security underpins effective learning. Similarly, the Sustained Shared
Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scales identify warm, responsive interactions and emotionally
available adults as key factors in supporting children’s wellbeing. 

Transitions, when viewed through this lens, become opportunities - not simply to move children from
one point to another, but to support their emotional development in meaningful and lasting ways.

Understanding transitions in this way also helps us to see them from the child’s perspective. While
adults may focus on structure, timing, and organisation, children are navigating something far more
relational. They are asking, often without words: Who is here with me? Do I feel safe? What happens
next? These internal questions shape how they experience each transition. For some children, this
process may feel manageable and predictable. For others, it may feel uncertain and require additional
support. Neither response is right or wrong; both are part of the process of adapting to change.

When we begin to recognise this, our role as adults gently shifts. Instead of guiding children through
transitions as efficiently as possible, we begin to move alongside them. We notice more. We respond
more thoughtfully. We prioritise connection over pace. This is not about adding more to what we do,
but about deepening our awareness of what is already happening within these moments.



Looking Ahead

Ultimately, transitions are not confined to the larger milestones we often focus on. They are part
of children’s everyday experiences, shaping how they come to understand change, security,
relationships, and themselves. When we begin to recognise the significance of these smaller,
ongoing moments, we are better able to support children not only in the present, but as they
approach the bigger transitions ahead.

In my upcoming webinar, “Big Changes, Little Feelings: Supporting Children Through Transitions,” I
will build on this understanding to explore how we can support children through some of the most
significant transitions they face - including starting school and settling into new environments -
with practical, thoughtful approaches that prioritise emotional wellbeing, connection, and
emotional security.

Because when children feel emotionally supported through transition, they do not simply learn to
cope with change - they begin to feel secure within it.
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