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Adaptation to the institution of a kindergarten – does it concern only a child?
Adaptation is a process of adjusting oneself to the conditions present in one’s environment. In the social meaning, it is understood as a process of achieving balance between the needs of a person and the conditions of the social environment
. In the environment of a kindergarten, the adaptation of children is a complex process, one that is situated between children’s sphere of safety and their integration, that is to say the aspiration to establish relationships with the community, which means children and adults of whom the kindergarten environment is composed. Satisfying the widely understood need for safety in its physical and psychological aspect is one of the conditions of children’s gentle adaptation to a kindergarten. Successful adaptation of a children to the institutional environment is usually an introduction to the next process, which is the integration with a group in which children spend time. The awareness of community has a positive influence on the feeling of safety, which, in turn, facilitates the adaptation to external conditions and expectations.

↔ SAFETY ↔ADAPTATION ↔ SOCIAL INTEGRATION ↔

As a process which continues for a stretch of time, adaptation means also seeking an appropriate place for themselves by children within their relationships with adults as well as with other children
. Some children adapt to a kindergarten quite quickly, while others need very long time to succeed; there are also children who do not manage to adapt to the kindergarten environment at all. It is worth mentioning that this does not concern only the youngest children (mainly three-year-olds) to whom adaptation programmes developed by kindergarten teachers are most frequently dedicated. It should also be mentioned that there are many children among three-year-olds who adapt “painlessly” to institutional conditions. The issue of “finding” one’s own appropriate place in a children group is the problem of children who have contact with a new kindergarten environment for the first time, regardless from their age. The scope of tasks faced by a child who begins kindergarten education is, doubtlessly, complex. It happens that meeting the requirements and observing the principles which exist in a kindergarten is difficult, particularly when first experiences gained by children do not reflect the image of the institution painted by their parents.
As Jadwiga Lubowiecka observes, the kindergarten environment is an element which dominates over a child
. The institution of a kindergarten, which has been created intentionally for the development of children, remains static towards them during the process of adaptation. It is the children who should adapt to the institution’s requirements, meet its expectations, and follow its programme. A child entering a kindergarten for the first time must face many tasks on many planes, namely:

a) on a personal plane:

- meeting new people: adults and other children,

- the necessity to spend time in a large peer group,

- establishing relationships with newly met people (in a very short time),

- adapting to requirements expressed in a form of a request, order, or prohibition,

- the change of one’s life rhythm and lifestyle,

- accepting one’s own social position which is different than that in a family
b) on a physical plane:
- becoming familiar with one’s own surroundings and learning the new space,

- becoming familiar with kindergarten rooms, their functions, and equipment,

- learning how to use equipment located in the classroom, bathroom, toilet, cloakroom, garden, etc.,

c) on a strategic plane:

- gathering information about the organization of a day in the group and in the kindergarten, 

- becoming familiar with requirements concerning the participation in the life of the group,

- becoming familiar with and identifying social principles and norms binding in the group and in the kindergarten,

- learning the independence,

- mastering self-care activities (unassisted eating, sanitary activities, putting on and taking off basic clothes, or unassisted walking up and down stairs).

The strategic plane seems to be the most important, although all planes listed here complement and condition each other. Presenting by children activities they have mastered (mainly self-care activities) as early as at the beginning of the education has significant impact on children’s independent and autonomous functioning in the group
. The level of gained competences within this scope provokes children to perform some activities independently and, at the same time, provokes the teacher to praise children. By sending positive messages, the teacher enhances children’s self-esteem, what speeds up the process of acclimatization.
Difficulties in children’s adaptation to a kindergarten are of various intensity and last for different periods of time. Most frequently, they are the consequence of a threat to the sense of security, which is connected with anxiety, fear of loneliness and of the unknown, an excessive number of new stimuli, or inability to face up to difficult situations
. Such threat is also a result of discrepancies between the expectations and requirements of the environment and a child’s ability to meet them. Behaviours and reactions which are most often observed and which reflect children’s problems with adaptation are the following: crying during the parting with parents, being reluctant to leave home in the morning when going to a kindergarten, crying during the stay in a kindergarten, aggression, loss of appetite, refusing to eat, staying close to an adult (often holding an adult by the hand), participating in games and classes unwillingly, refusing to contact other children, withdrawal, or being apathetic
. Disorders in the functioning of the body, which sometimes occur, like stomach ache, vomiting, diarrhoea, sleep disorders, bed-wetting, or stuttering, require consultations with a specialist and a consideration whether a child is ready to go to a kindergarten and whether or not this moment should be delayed. 
The process of acclimatization depends on a child’s development stage, individual adaptive predisposition and general resistance of the nervous system
. Adaptation is most difficult for fearful and shy children, those who have had unpleasant experiences in contacts with adult strangers (e.g. they stayed in a hospital for a long time or have undergone medical treatment), those who have already had an unsuccessful attempt in adaptation, or those who have not had contacts with peers before
. 
Adaptive abilities may be enhanced or impaired by the impact of the family or institutional environment. It is the family that most completely provides a child with behaviour patterns in various situations, teaches a child to perform various roles, shows various ways of communication with the environment, and introduces into new social tasks
. Conclusions of the research on adaptation by G. Sochaczewska cited by J. Lubowiecka indicate that children who adapt best are those who come from families with a rational style of upbringing in which material conditions and social status are of lesser importance
. Among younger pre-school children, those who have most difficulties in adaptation are children who come from overprotective families (in which e.g. children are helped with self-care activities, what makes them more dependent and helpless in a new environment); for older children the process of adaptation is more difficult as a consequence of their parents’ rejection and lack of acceptance (children do not have the understanding, support, and interest of their parents)
.
Problems with acclimatization are experienced also by those children whose parents have not completely managed to accept the fact that they have to part with the child themselves (this concerns particularly mothers). A survey conducted in one of the kindergartens in Łódź among parents who have just had contact with the institution of a kindergarten for the first time indicated that it is not only children who experience difficulties in the process of adaptation to a new situation. Asked in the survey about their feelings during the first days of their children’s stay in a kindergarten, the parents mentioned mainly the following: 1) fear and anxiety about the child’s ability to manage in a new situation; 2) anxiety about whether the child is crying; 3) uncertainty of how long the child can stand the absence of the mother; 4) fear and anxiety about children and the teachers, who have to replace the parents to a large extent; 5) curiosity and thrill; 6) anxiety, pride and joy; 7) happiness and joy that their child reacted to the kindergarten so well; 8) satisfaction that their child stays in the kindergarten willingly
. The question of “Did the reaction of your child on the first day of his/her stay in the kindergarten surprise you?” was “Yes” in a majority of the cases and the reasons were the following behaviours of the child: 1) We expected greater confidence and courage of our child; 2) Our son quickly accepted the principles binding in the kindergarten (e.g. sitting in a circle, unassisted eating); 3) We observed that our child was enthusiastic and glad of his/her stay in the kindergarten; 4) Our child cried when we wanted to take him/her home and it surprised us very much
.
Thus, the acceptance of a new kindergarten environment by children depends greatly on the approval and the positive attitude of their parents or carers. Their fear and anxiety may infect the child so much that the child feels anxiety and anxiety, too. It often happen that during the morning parting in a kindergarten parents send contradictory messages to their children, e.g. they say “go to your class” and at the same time they hold their children, requesting them non-verbally to stay with their mother or father. Such behaviours do not facilitate the parting; on the contrary, children miss their parents, they are often in despair, and the teacher is forced to take them away from their parents. It is the parents’ attitude of consistency, firmness, and calmness that would, undoubtedly, help their children to overcome the fear.
Understanding the difficult position of children and their parents at the introductory stage of becoming a part of the institutional environment, many kindergartens and many teachers have developed programmes facilitating the adaptation process of children as well as of their parents. The following ideas may be proposed to parents:

- setting a regular lifestyle and rhythm of day for their child,
- teaching their child independence, particularly while putting on clothes, eating, and using the toilet,
- creating opportunities to meet peers and people who are not close relatives,
- visiting a kindergarten before the beginning of the education,
- buying all books and materials used in kindergarten education together with their child,
- talking about a kindergarten, dispelling their child’s fear, anxiety, and uncertainty,
- reading specialist literature,
- adopting an attitude accepting the fact of parting with their child in a kindergarten,
- refraining from prolonging the moment of the morning parting with their child in a kindergarten,
- respecting the arrangements concerning the time of taking their child home from a kindergarten.

Adaptation programmes of kindergartens could include activities facilitating easy adaptation of children and their parents to a kindergarten before the beginning of and during the school year. Activities which could be taken before the beginning of the education:
- gathering information about children as early as during the enrolment process (health, personality, level of fitness, level of independence, including self-care, etc.)

- granting parents the right to stay with their children in a kindergarten (e.g. during the enrolment process)

- granting parents the right to enrol their children to a kindergarten group before the beginning of a new school year (e.g. in May or June)

- giving parents (and their children) the possibility to participate in the first meeting with teachers (e.g. in June)

- in case of younger brothers or sisters: visiting the kindergarten group when their parents take their elder brother or sister home, participating in ceremonies and events in a kindergarten (the first stage of adaptation).
During the school year the following activities of a kindergarten staff would be desirable that would make adaptation easier for children, their parents and the teachers:

- consenting to the presence of an adult who is close to a child in the group (it is necessary to set the rules),
- maintaining phone contact with parents,
- shortening the stay of children in a kindergarten (according to parents’ and carers’ possibilities),
- every-day exchange of information about children between teachers and parents,
- individual meetings of and conversations between teachers and parents (in the intimate atmosphere),
- bringing a favourite toy, mascot, soft toy, pillow, or the parents’ photo by a child to a kindergarten,
- awakening the feeling of belonging to a new place, setting individual places (a shelf in the cloakroom, a drawer in the classroom, a badge, a binder for drawings, a name card, a towel, or toiletries),
- introducing to other children and staff working in the group (and gradually in the whole kindergarten),
- becoming acquainted with other places in a kindergarten (classrooms of other groups, the gym, the kitchen, the dishwashing room etc.),
- giving children freedom in choosing games, classes, or educational aids,
- encouraging children to be independent,
- encouraging children who are already adapted to a kindergarten to take care of newcomers (in case of groups composed of children of different age),
- accepting children, their needs, possibilities, and interests,
- taking into account individual dietary habits of children,

- creating the atmosphere of calm, quiet, friendliness, and trust,
- being understanding for children’s awkwardness and confusion
- cooperation of all staff working in a group and in a kindergarten in this field.
It happens that parents of children who have great difficulties in adapting to a kindergarten use the possibility of staying with their children in a group until the process of adaptation has been completed. In such case it is essential to set common rules which would determine the level and scope of parents’ presence and to refer to them if such need arises
.

The process of adaptation to a kindergarten is supposed to help children but also, as has already been mentioned, their parents, who are anxious that they have to leave their children in the care of kindergarten staff. How accurate the following opinion of one parent is: “I think that parents are more afraid of a kindergarten than their children are. It is completely unnecessary”. Parental fears are dispersed when they find friendliness, help, support, and professionalism in teachers and when they see that the environment is clean and aesthetic and it provides an interesting educational offer. Among factors which facilitate adaptation, the parents who answered the survey mention, above all, the following: 1) appropriate and consistent attitude of kindergarten staff; 2) nice and professional care; 3) nice atmosphere in a kindergarten; 4) pedagogical care of a kindergarten; 5) pretty and friendly surroundings; colourful classrooms; 6) possibility of staying in a kindergarten before starting the education; 7) becoming acquainted with children from the group before starting the education (in a crèche); 8) the presence of the elder brother or sister; 9) willingness of children to spend time with their peers; 10) groups composed of children of different age; 11) interesting classes; learning at play; 12) becoming more acquainted with the kindergarten environment; 13) acceptance of a weekly schedule; 14) learning of various “life” tasks; 15) positive attitude of children  to a kindergarten
.

It may be concluded that the adaptation process has been completed based on the observation of children’s behaviour, e.g. their functioning in the group, while contacting peers, during play and tasks. Undoubtedly, one of the symptoms showing that children have adapted is their readiness to come to a kindergarten regularly, “painless” morning parting with their parents, participation in games and classes with other children, establishing and maintaining relationships with other children and adults, and leaving their classroom without problems (e.g. participating in additional classes which takes place outside the group). It happens that children experience re-adaptation to a kindergarten, usually as a result of a long absence caused most frequently by a disease. In such cases, they will always need time and experience.

Adaptation to kindergarten conditions, as has already been mentioned, is a process which concerns children as well as their parents. A separate issue is adaptation from a teachers’ point of view in the context of their relationships with children who are newcomers to a kindergarten, the children’s parents, and other teachers in a group and in a kindergarten. It is a teacher working directly with children that is responsible, on behalf of the institution, for supporting children and their families in this difficult period of first contacts with a kindergarten environment. Beginning as early as from their first contacts with a kindergarten, children establish two types of interactions; the first one is “a child ↔ other people” and the second one is “a child ↔ physical environment”
. Teachers play the role of an intermediary and an initiator in both those types of interactions. It is them who are expected to provide children with the sense of psychological security in the period of becoming acquainted with a new environment
 and to make it easier for parents to function in the organizational and pedagogical sphere of a kindergarten. The acceptance of each child in a kindergarten group requires an individual approach of the teacher; owing to that children gain confidence in their own abilities and in themselves
. A well thought out adaptation process at the level of individual groups and the whole kindergarten significantly helps children as well as their carers with settling into a new environment. However, it requires that teachers have communicative skills on many planes, i.e. the teacher ↔ children; the teacher ↔ parents; and the teacher ↔ other teachers.

Research on adaptation to a kindergarten environment referred to in this paper included also a group of teachers, who recognize the adaptation process as significant in institutional education and who identify it not only with children but also with their parents and other teachers
. Mostly, they described the feelings which accompanied them in work on the first days of a new school year as anxiety, fear, uncertainty, doubts (Will I cope?), stress, distance (examining borderlines in relationships with parents) but also as curiosity, certainty, willingness to “build” something new, support, and satisfaction.
Teachers recognize acclimatization process as an element of their work; on the other hand, they see it as a cause of difficulties. Problems mentioned by the teachers include: 
a) on the plane of the teacher ↔ children:

- difficult communication with children who do not accept social norms in relationships with others, i.e. other children and adults (verbal and physical abuse); 
- disregard for teachers’ instructions; 
- the need for individual approach to each child when most of them are crying and are anxious; 
- dedicating most time and attention to newcomers with a feeling that it is at other children’s expense;
b) on the plane of the teacher ↔ parents:

- lack of understanding for teachers’ intentions on the part of parents; 
- stress related to parents’ expectations; 
- lack of uniform requirements on the plane of home – kindergarten (divergent expectations and rules);

- inconsistent attitude of parents towards their children; 
- parents showing impatience and excessive expectations concerning their children and a kindergarten;
- pressure from parents that their child should participate in all additional classes and should be able to play with all other children;

- lack of acceptance and understanding;

- awareness that in some cases more time should be devoted to parents than to children;

c) on the plane of the teacher ↔ other teachers:

- concern for finding a common language and for proper communication and cooperation with a colleague from the team;
- possibility of sharing one’s fears, difficulties, and feelings;

- concern for establishing a consistent approach within a group towards children and their parents
.


Creating the atmosphere of security and mutual understanding in a kindergarten, which is a condition of proper acceptance, is a task for all participants in the educational process. The successful completion of this process is a condition of a further development not only of a child but also of parents and teachers. Eliminating fears and anxiety in mutual relationships and open and direct communication enhances the awareness of the aim of common care, educational, and didactic activities. A kindergarten should be a safe and open place of involvement, realization of one’s passions and using one’s potential for all, children as well as adults. The successful completion of the adaptation process is the introduction of the next stage, namely the integration of the group of teachers, children, and their parents.
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