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First Day Worries
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| was reading the other day about dread. Dread is a particularly
unpleasant emotion, brought on by awareness of unavoidable harm.
Something bad is going to happen to you soon, and there's nothing
you can to about it. For many children, dread hangs in the late
August air like a dark cloud. The cause, of course, is the impending
start of school.

That's how it was for many years at my house. My daughter, Grace,
would begin to worry a week or two in advance. What if her teacher
didn't like her? What if the work was too hard? What if she couldn't
find her locker? My wife and | would try to reassure her, but to no
avail. The worries would continue until Grace walked through the
school door. But by the end of the first week she would be feeling
much less concerned. By the end of the second, she'd climb onto
the school bus with confidence, although not always with glee.

This is how it was at the beginning of first grade, second grade, and
third grade. When the familiar worries showed up again before fourth
grade, | realized that there was a pattern. "You always worry first," |
pointed out, "then after a few days, you feel better. It's the same
every year. You'll be fine." And she was.

The next year, with fifth grade staring her in the face, Grace still
worried. But she knew what was going on, and so felt more in
control. "You know, dad," she explained, "l always worry first, but
once school starts, I'm fine."

| often think about Grace's anticipatory worries and how we handled
them together. Children who have the ability to imagine the
challenges ahead often worry before a change, whether it's the start
of school, the first day of sleep-over camp, or a move to a new
neighborhood. Simple reassurances often don't work well. The
children understand that the future is unknowable.

What does help is self knowledge. When children can look at
themselves from a distance, they are able to recognize their worries
as a form of coping. The worries may never go away altogether, but
rational thoughts can dull the edge of anxiety. Abstract thinking - the
ability to imagine a possible future - is often the cause of children's
worries. And many times another kind of abstract thinking - the ability
to analyze one's own feelings and to recognize repeated patterns of
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behavior - is the solution.

Higher-level thinking abilities aren't like vaccines: We parents can't
simply inject them into our children's brains. What we can do, by
talking rationally and pointing out the connections we perceive, is to
hold open the door; it's up to our children to walk through it when they
can.
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I was the opposite, I was always excited about the first day. I always
had a nice new outfit. I always believed okay this will be the year
that 1 get good grades and be popular. Then I would get disapointed
when the work got harder and I still had no friends. I was bullied big
time and I know now that the teachers did notice and just didn't care
enough.
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In college you worry about how much the da$*ed books will cost
and if you will have them in time for the first day.
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