
 
 

What to Tell Your Child Before the First Session 
 

 
Please know that it is very common for parents to feel anxiety before telling their child that he/she will 
be starting therapy.  Parents worry that their child might feel angry, defensive, singled out, in need of 
“fixing”, or confused.  It should reassure you, however, that most children in emotional pain more 
readily accept the need for therapy than their parents do.  The more calm and confident you are in 
presenting therapy to your child, the more calm and confident he/she will be as well.  So take a deep 
breath, know that you are doing the right thing for your child, and follow these simple steps to help 
ensure a smoother experience: 
 
1) Wait for the right moment 

It is best not to raise the issue of therapy when one of you is upset or angry, especially following an argument 
or disagreement.  When a child is upset, he/she has a harder time processing information and will likely 
believe that therapy is his/her punishment.  Wait until you are both calm and have a quiet time to talk. 
 

2)   Identify the issue 
It is essential to be honest about why your child will be starting therapy.  A simple statement such as “I realize 
that you’ve been very angry at dad and me since our divorce,” or “It seems that you have been having a lot of 
nightmares lately” is often enough.   
 

3)   Offer compassion 
Once you have identified the issue, provide a follow up statement showing compassion.  For example, “If my 
parents had just gotten divorced, I would probably have a lot of mixed up feelings too,” or “Nightmares can be 
so scary!  No one likes to feel scared”. 
 

4)   Explain Play Therapy 
      Next, explain to your child that you have found someone who can help.  You might say to a younger child, 

“Sometimes when kids are feeling mixed up feelings, it helps to see someone who can help you understand 
these feelings and worries.  Your dad and I met with someone last week named Kimberly who helps kids with 
this exact thing.  We think it might help you feel better if you meet with her a few times. She has a bunch of 
toys in her office that kids can play with.  And sometimes we might be invited in the room to play with you too!  
Kimberly will never make you do anything you don’t want to do and you will be able to choose when you want 
to say something”.   

 
For older children and teens, it is helpful to explain to them that anything they say to Kimberly is confidential 
and cannot be shared with anyone else, including parents and doctors, without their permission (the 
exception is if they indicate they are having thoughts of suicide or of hurting themselves or others). 

 
5)   Don’t get discouraged 

No matter how calm you are in this discussion, know that there is a chance your child may become upset and 
insist there is nothing wrong with them.  Remain calm and stay the course by answering something like 
“Okay, if you and Kimberly decide that you don’t have mixed up feelings anymore, then your dad and I will be 
very happy.  But we both love you and we think, for now, this is what is best”.   
 
Know that at your child’s first visit, Kimberly will also review with your child why he/she is there, ways that 
coming to therapy might help, and will answer any questions for your child.  In Kimberly’s experience, most 
children eventually love coming to therapy.  In fact, rather than the child resisting coming into the therapy 
room, most are refusing to leave because they enjoy it so much!  


