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Why Children Go To The Nurse: The Search for A Safe Haven in 

School 

by Lesley Koplow 
 
 

When I was a little girl, no one went to see the school nurse unless they 
got very sick in the middle of the school day, or were summoned for a vi- 
sion or hearing test. The school nurse looked like someone had cut her 
out of a 1950s book about community workers, and somehow, brought 
her to life. Her office felt sterile and uninviting and her expression was 
stern and somewhat intimidating as she efficiently attended to whatever 
you were there for. 

 
When I peak into a school nurse’s office these days, I am more likely to 
see a small cohort of children settled in. One has an ice pack for some- 
thing that hurts. A few others have itchy scalps. Then there are head 
aches and stomach aches and perhaps some other invisible injuries as 
well. In many schools, it seems as though the nurse’s office has in part be- 
come a place of respite for children who need comfort during the school 
day. Sometimes, a child is simply in need of some time away from the 
complex dynamics of group life. Sometimes, children need a break from 
the pressure to perform, or from the concentration that is takes to meet 
the overwhelming demands of score driven curriculum. Sometimes, they 
are completely exhausted from having been up too late the night before, 
or having woken up hearing a parental argument from the next room. 
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“Should I let my kids go to the nurse every single time that they ask?” a 
teacher inquires. That’s hard to say, but the crying 4 year-old’s tense 
expression softens when a real band-aid gets put on her microscopic and 
perhaps imaginary boo-boo. Her 4 year- old sensitivity to body integrity 
fears have received the attention she needed. Many children experience 
their emotional pain in physical forms. A self-conscious sixth grader, sighs 
with relief as he cuddles under his blanket to rest his twisted ankle. He no 
longer has to worry about what his team mates will say if they see a tear 
fall. In this office, his developmental need for privacy has been respect- 
ed. 

 

Maybe the nurse’s office has gotten more popular as educational policies 
and parental anxieties have led to practices that make it harder and harder 
for teachers to feel free to acknowledge children’s developmental needs 
within the classroom. When caregiving routines are out of sync with the 
developmental needs of children, and when academic learning is 
pressured, lacks meaning, or doesn’t foster joy in discovery and mastery, 
anxiety and fatigue invade the classroom, and the need for a safe haven 
rises. 

 

When teachers are denied the time or space to acknowledge 
developmental needs and meet them within the room, resilient children will 
raise their hands for permission to find another source. Children who don’t 
know where to find retreat from demands that overwhelm them, are more 
likely to act out within the classroom. 
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Perhaps children’s need for a safe haven in school has gotten more in- 
tense as our nation’s social policies have gotten less protective of 
children and families, and more regressive in the commitment to valuing 
our country’s diverse population. Children may be hopeful that the tools 
used to heal visible or invisible boo boos can somehow protect them from 
the real dangers that threaten to destabilize their small worlds, or, at least, 
offer a safe hiding place from the monsters that take children away from 
their parents, and sometimes invade their neighborhoods and their 
dreams at night. 

 
It is harder for both children and adults to differentiate “good guys” from 
“bad guy” these days, heightening adult anxiety and challenging parents 
to find a balance between protective hovering and the encouraging of  
active exploration. It is harder for both parents and teachers to help 
children interpret what they take in from screens, social media and the 
windows of the school bus, since so much of the time what children are 
taking in is in- comprehensible to the adults as well. “Teacher, why do the 
ICE police knock on our door SO LOUD? We have to put our hands over 
our ears and hide.” “Why did the landlord change the locks on my door so 
my mom couldn’t get in?” “Why won’t the president let us go to the 
doctor? My little brother is sick.” Some questions have no answers. 

 

Paradoxically, we have organized ourselves around policies and 
procedures intended to keep school children safe from “bad guys with 
guns,” but have not routinely used our resources to meet the emotional 

and social needs of our school children while they are young, so that 
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they can grow up not feeling so fragile or threatened or enraged that they 
need to keep guns in their own pockets! 

 
Paradoxically, we have adults and children in schools “on high alert” for 
intruders, but most often neglect the intrusion of the traumatic experiences 
that many children, bring in to the building with them, allowing these 
traumatic experiences to remain unattended as they interfere with 
children’s ability to pay attention, or to take in new learning. If children are 
left on their own to carry trauma, we are leaving them vulnerable to both 
environmental triggers that elicit panic and cause disruption, and to the 
possibility that adults will not understand their behavior, and will make 
them feel bad and unwanted when their fears explode. 

 
When a child is quiet, attentive and well behaved, he often gets a  
reputation as a “good kid”. When a child is distracted, angry, and overly 
reactive, he often gets a reputation as a “bad kid”. In reality, both of these 
children deserve to be well known outside of the simplistic equation that 
“Quiet or “happy” = “good” and “Angry or hyper-reactive = bad.” All 
emotions are part of the human equation. All of children’s emotions have 
equal value to us. Each is communicating something about a child’s 
developmental process and life experiences that we need to know, so that 
no child is left alone with the big issues and stressors that he may carry 
into the building on any given day. 

 
“Where is the school social worker when I need her!” asks an over- 
whelmed teacher, surrounded by more than a few children who are  
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hurting. The school social worker is probably with one of the other 500 
children in the school building, who is also in need, or, perhaps she is being 
rotated between school buildings, undermining her potential to develop the 
powerful relationships that can stabilize a child or group of children. For 
some reason, increasing numbers of children who need mental health 
support doesn’t necessarily lead to increasing the number of professionals 
hired to attend to children’s mental health needs in schools and childcare 
programs. Funding formulas tend to be for numbers of children in the room, 
without figuring in the costs of care that can allow those children to grow 
and thrive in this space where they will spend hours each day. 
 
Fortunately, unlike the politicians who make decisions about public  
education without knowing anything about the developmental needs of 
children, you and I do know something about those needs. We know that 
children of all ages count on us to be with them in the present, and to carve 
out a protective space for their developmental process to unfold. We know 
that caregivers, teachers, social workers and school leaders are within the 
small circle of “people who matter” in the lives of children and families, 
because you are there with them nearly every day. We know that children 
need developmental partners at every age and stage, in order to  
accomplish and strengthen the developmental milestones that underlie 
social and emotional well being as they grow. We also know that children of 
all ages need adult partners to help them hold difficult life experiences, so 
that they are not alone with overwhelming adversity that distracts, 
depresses or fuels aggressive behavior, and then alienates them from 
peers. 
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Fortunately, partnering with children at every age and stage can go a long 
way toward supporting positive outcomes in children. Whether you are 
working in the classroom or outside of the classroom, the relationships 
that develop between children and staff who use their energy to be 
present for children in this way can be life altering. Whether you are 
working with a 2 year-old who lost her grandma, “Nana went Bye-Bye?” or 
a young teen’s loss of his beloved uncle as he draws a graphic novel 
about his uncle’s life, being with children, and offering them the symbolic 
tools they need to make sense of what happens in their lives within 
relationship, is a powerful foundation for resilience. 

 

Long term studies on positive life outcomes for children living with  
significant adversity find that: 
“The single most common factor for children and teens who develop the capacity to 

overcome serious hardship, is having at least one stable and committed relationship 
with a supportive parent, caregiver, teacher or other adult.” (Center on the Developing Child 
at Harvard, 2017) 
 
 Studies on teacher- child interaction in the early grades find that stable 
and warm relationships between children and their first teachers is a strong 
predictor of social/emotional well being and cognitive engagement for 
vulnerable children as they move through their school years. (Hamre and Pianta, 
2001; Baker, Grant and Morlock, 2008) 

 
So, if you are a teacher, you are probably thinking, “Warm relationships 
sound nice. What about all of the other things that I am supposed to be 
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focusing on? I am supposed to be “getting them ready” for pre-k, k, 2nd 
grade, 4th grade, middle school, high school, the tests! There is not 
enough time! What do I say when ..Someone comes in and asks me what 
I am doing comforting a crying child during my prep instead of writing 
lesson plans? What do I say ….When I am offering a group of separation 
anxious 2nd graders a free write period in- stead of demanding focus on 
The Writers Workshop topic of the day? What do I say …..When I am 
sitting on a the rug and observing while children engage in an intense 
dramatic play scenario instead of filling out the assessment forms that 
turned up suddenly in my mailbox? What do I say …. When I am sitting 
quietly at my desk as a resource and “psychological home-base” for  
small groups of older kids debate about the best way to bring the “Story 
of Pi “ to life through drama, instead of giving direct instruction at the 
front of the room?” 

 

If you are a school leader, you may be thinking, “What will I say when 
the superintendent comes to visit unannounced? or “My IC wants to 
see how the activity they observed corresponds to the core 
knowledge rubric?” 

 

If you are a social worker, you may be thinking, “That is the work 
that I am supposed to be doing in the first place! Why do they keep 
using me to attend to crisis instead of preventing it?”  

 

When someone asks you why you are responding to the needs that 

children are demonstrating in the moment, here is how you can 

answer: You can say…….. 
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” I am helping children to build brain architecture”. Then, you can back up 
your statement with references from the work of the Center on the 

 Developing Child at Harvard University, whose studies show that; 
“Brain infrastructure in children grows within the environment of relationships. 
Emotional well-being and social competence provide a strong foundation for 
emerging cognitive abilities, and together they are the bricks and mortar of brain 
architecture.”  (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard, 2004 ) 

According to brain research, there is no longer a need to debate “nature vs 
nurture”. 
“While genes determine a child’s predispositions, early experiences with parents, 
caregivers, and teachers can determine which genetic dispositions come to be 
expressed.” Responsive caregiving, is the crucial ingredient that allows for brains to 
develop optimal capacity.”  ( National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2010)       

The Center on the Developing child recommends 3 Core Principles of 
Development to Inform Policy and Practices for programs that seek to 
support positive outcomes in children and families. These are: 

1.Support responsive relationships for children and adults.

2.Strengthen core life skills. (self regulation and executive functioning)

3.Reduce sources of stress in the lives of children and families.

Think about the ways that your school or organization currently supports 
these principles, or feels forced to comply with policies that undermine 
them. 

For example, does your childcare community offer primary caregiving for 
very young children? 
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Does your elementary school support looping, so that teachers and children 
have relationships for more than one year? 

Does your middle school have mentoring, advisory, or other relationship based 
practice? 

Think about the way your school community fosters executive function, 
and whether the strategies used engage children and empower them. 

Strengthening the skills of self -regulation and executive function mean  

different things at different ages and stages. In early childhood, open ended, 
dramatic play promotes self- regulation as children discover that remaining 
part of a play narrative may require flexibility and compromise with other 
players. 
An active curriculum that promotes collective decision making fosters both 
self regulation and executive function for upper elementary and middle 
school kids. Having the kids investigate and choose a field trip destination 
that connects to social studies curriculum offers an opportunity to survey 
group interests, make decisions as a group, and consider costs and other 
practical factors. 

Think about ways that schools and childcare programs help to  
ameliorate stress vs. increasing stress and pressure in children’s day to day 
environment. While everyday small doses of stress can be valuable as 
children grow past toddlerhood, unremitting and overwhelming levels of 
stress literally become toxic to children. Toxic stress triggers the release of 
stress hormones that promote reactivity, and diminish the capacity to think. 
Since we want children to be able to become deep thinkers at school, we 
have the responsibility to make sure that our ways of working with children 
and families are not adding to the stress that they bring to school, 
especially if there is already a toxic level of stress in their lives.
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“Fight or flight reactivity” fueled by toxic stress levels can’t be circumvent- 
ed by promises of reward or threats of punishment. Flight or fight 
reactivity has a life of its own. 

 One of the most amazing “superpowers” of responsive relationships, is   
that they can buffer stress over time. When adults in school have strong, 
responsive relationships with the children in their care, over time, these 
relationships can buffer toxic stress so that it becomes tolerable stress, 
and free children’s cognitive capacities , as well as enhancing the 
development of peer connection and empathy. If we as school 
communities and caregiving communities, can work together to form 
protective circles of relationships around the children and vulnerable 
adults who come into the building every day, so that they feel safe in our 
company day after day, we can literally change their potential for thinking 
and learning, positive socialization and emotional health. 

I recently read a study about teacher-child interaction that found a signifi- 
cant connection between teacher burn-out and high cortisol levels in 
children. ( Oberle and Schonert-Reichl, 2016 ) We know that toxic stress 
can be “contagious” to some degree, as teachers and social workers feel 
and bear witness to the traumatic affects and experiences that children 
bring into their classrooms. In fact, research finds that teachers, directors 
and principals carry more stress than most other professionals, with the 
exception of hospital workers or “first responders”. But, those professions 
are KNOWN for the stress they engender, and the people who work in 
those fields are often acknowledged for their stamina and bravery. 
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Working with children rarely evokes these sentiments in people who have 
never been in the classroom. At Thanksgiving dinner, you are more likely 
to hear,”Oh! You work with toddlers? Teach kindergarten? Teach the 6th 
grade? That’s nice! You must have so much patience! It must be great to 
have the summers off! ” Most people who are not in the field, have no 
clue. 

 
In reality, you are often the “first responders” in the lives of children. You 
may be the first person in a child’s life to acknowledge injuries that are not 
so visible, or to allow for the expression of negative emotion without 
judgement. You may not be the one to rescue a child from a burning build- 
ing, but you can be the one to offer that child an invitation and model for 
creating a symbolic solution to being infused with feelings of loss and 
trauma that the fire engendered. You can do this within relationship, using 
the school friendly domains of literacy, art and social studies. After you 
read “A Chair for my Mother“ to the group, and invite your kindergarten 
kids to talk and draw about the story, one child shows you her drawing, 
“Look teacher. This is the smoke that made me and my mom cough, and 
this is the fire escape that we walked on to go downstairs.” 

 

The next year in first grade, during a “free write,” the same child develops 
a more elaborate narrative of her experience, using her more developed 
symbolic processes. She writes: ”Once upon a time there was a princess 
who lost her house when a dragon came and breathed fire on it. And then 
no one could live in the house and the princess was sad. All her things got 
turned to ashes. And one day, she found a magic wand that made any- 
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thing she drew come to life! So, she got some chalk and drew a beautiful 
castle on the side walk, and touched it with the wand! Then, it came to life 
and her mom and she had a new house. The end.” You have set the stage 
for the development of a symbolic solution that provides an escape from 
the smoky memory and helps the experience become more integrated. 

 
In third grade social studies, kids are working in partners to find out more 
about the jobs of community workers. This child chooses to study fire 
fighters and she and her partner make a collage to show all the different 
reasons that people call the fire department. She includes a picture of her 
apartment before and after the fire. 

 

Years later, an 8th grade chemistry teacher in your community gives the 
kids an assignment to invent a compound that does something important 
for the world. This child invents a compound that when applied to wood, 
slows the rate of combustion. 

 

You were that child’s “first responder.” You stayed with her, and offered her the 

symbolic tools to make sense of her experience. Without you, she may have spent the 

majority of her kindergarten year in a fog of sensory overload caused by the trauma of 

the fire. Without you, she might have felt all alone with trauma and loss in school, and 

never have been able to pay attention or retain new learning. Without you, she may 

have spent the majority of her days in the nurse’s office. 
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If you work at a school within the borough where you live, relatives at 
Thanksgiving dinner may also have made comments about how nice it is 
that you don’t have to commute for many hours each day to get to work. 
What your relatives may not know, is how many bridges you need to build 
and cross every day in order to be good at what you do. 

 
Sometimes, you are working hard, bridging divides of race, culture, lan- 
guage and socio-economic realities, in order to make strong connections 
with the children and families in your community. Sometimes, you are 
working to build a path of stepping stones that kids can use to bridge the 
worlds of home and school, so that they don’t feel torn, or lost in the gap 
between the two worlds. Sometimes, you are building a broader road that 
can support parents and families who may have had negative experiences 
in school when they were children, and aren’t so sure if they can help their 
children now, or if teachers and caregivers can be trusted. 

 
If you are a school leader, you have the giant mission of creating a  
community that stands up for what children need, even when political 
winds are hostile, or money goes to protecting the testing industry 
instead of protecting the rights of children to learn in ways that support 
their developmental levels of understanding. You hold an entire “village” 
of children, parents, and teachers, who need to know that you are strong 
enough to hear both their positive and negative voices. In addition to 
saying “no” to children who are punching each other in the hallways at 
dismissal, you have the job of finding creative ways to say “no” to the 
policies and practices that undermine the well being of your children, 
parents and staff. 
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Fighting the good fight is always exhausting. It is exhausting for children, 
who may be struggling to find their way in a group setting, and who may 
seek retreat in the nurse’s office as solution. It is exhausting for teachers 
and caregivers, who may be counting the days before Christmas break, to 
retreat and refuel before the new year begins.  It is exhausting to school 
leaders, who wonder if there will ever be a day when they are free from 
thoughts about unmet needs at school. 

 
As the children in the nurse’s office know, retreat can be re-energizing. 
There is always a dance between progress and regress for people of all 
ages. We hope that today’s conference will be a retreat for you. We hope 
it will give you some space to think and feel about your work, apart from 
the moment -to- moment demands of the school day, and to have an 
opportunity to be with other people who care deeply about children as you 
discover or develop your understanding of Emotionally Responsive 
Practice throughout the day. We hope we can nurture both your passion 
and creativity while you are with us, and acknowledge the need for and 
power of retreat before you return to being a responsive presence in the 
lives of children on Monday. 

 

Thank you. 
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