
It is a good experience for a young child to be left alone on a regular basis with 
a trustworthy person other than a parent, whether it is a grandparent, relative, caregiver,

or nanny. She will learn how to make new relations and develop her social skills.
– Dr. Jane Green, Consultant Pediatric Neurologist

Your child’s tears are perfectly normal. Parents might feel that they indicate a problem at
the nursery, or that their child feels unhappy there, when usually the opposite is the case.

The tears are just for you. It is perfectly natural for your child to protest and say, 
‘how can you leave me?’ then be comforted, settle down, and enjoy their day.

– Dr. Mandy Bryon, Clinical Psychologist

Diagnostic & Statistical Manual of Mental Health, separation anxiety is a fairly common anxiety disorder 
consisting of excessive anxiety beyond that expected for a child’s developmental level related to separa-
tion or impending separation from the attachment figure occurring in children younger than 18 years and
lasting for at least four weeks. 

Here are a few signs separation anxiety: getting nervous if parent is going to leave, worrying that 
something bad is going to happen, worrying that they will be lost or kidnapped, being afraid to go places
without parents, can’t sleep alone, have nightmares, fear of dark, fear of meeting new people, and 
complaints of headaches and stomachaches. In more severe cases a child may have a panic attack that
causes him to scream, sweat, tremble, shake, get dizzy and have nausea. 

What causes separation anxiety? It tends to run in families. One or both of the parents may have experi-
enced similar problems when they were children. Kids with shy and nervous temperaments are more
likely to have separation issues and often these issues can be triggered by major events in the child’s life
such as divorce, death of a parent, moving, or attending a new school. The good news is that with love,
patience, and a few interventions, 80% of these children will improve in 18-24 months.

Quotes

Notes

90 © YouthLight, Inc.

Guidance
Giveaway

#43
SEPARATION 

ANXIETY

Recommended Resources

• The Handbook for Helping Kids With 
Anxiety & Stress

            



1. At an early age begin to experiment with brief periods of separation. Tell the child that you will be in 
the next room or outside for just a minute or two. Eventually extend the time frames.

2. With babies play “peek-a-boo.”
3. Avoid having multiple caregivers. 
4. Have future caregivers and babysitters visit the child when she is young in order to develop positive 

relationships. This may prevent some separation issues.
5. Role play upcoming separation events such as sleepovers or spending the afternoon with grandma.
6. Prepare the child ahead of time about major life changes such as moving or divorce.
7. Read stories to young children about parents and children being separated for short periods of time.
8. Post a calendar of upcoming events to help child prepare for times away from mom and dad.
9. Do your best to keep a regular time schedule when dropping off the child and picking him up from 

daycare or preschool. Children are less anxious if they know their parents always come to get them at 
5:30. If you are going to be late, call the caregiver so they can inform the child. This can eliminate some 
of the child’s worries.

10. When leaving the child, allow for a slow transition period. Don’t rush away.
11. Use key phrases when leaving. Tell little Jenny, “Goodbye, I’ll see you this afternoon.”
12. Don’t forget the hug and “I love you.”
13. Allow child to carry a transitional object. For instance, some children may wish to take a stuffed 

animal or piece of their blanket with them when they go to the nursery.
14. Do not attempt to sneak away from your crying child. After you say “Goodbye,” let the child see you 

leave. Don’t linger and don’t keep returning to assure the child that everything will be fine.
15. Teachers can use distractions and redirections to help the child adjust. As soon as the parent leaves the 

teacher can say, “Oh look at all those crayons on the floor. Let’s see if we can pick them up.”
16. On rare occasions caregivers and teachers may need to use some forms of physical restraint for safety 

issues. A small number of kids may attempt to run out of class looking for mom.
17. Minimize fears by limiting scary television shows, movies, and stories.
18. Don’t punish these children because of their fears and worries.
19. Always follow through with your promises. This will comfort them when you say things like, “I’ll 

be back by five o’clock.”
20. If your child cries and says he doesn’t want to go to preschool, don’t assume that there is a problem 

at the school; the child’s real concern could be with the parent, not the school.
21. Keep in close communication with the teacher to make sure teasing and/or bullying is not an issue 

for refusing to attend school.
22. Teachers and parents should not criticize or embarrass the child by saying things like, “Oh, grow up. 

Don’t be a baby. You are too old to be doing this.”
23. Some children show signs of separation anxiety because they are jealous. For instance, five-year-old 

Mike wants to stay home with mom and his sister because they get to play games and go shopping 
while he is at school.

24. If the separation issues continue to worsen, parents may need to seek professional help. Many 
children can benefit from counseling. A small number of these children who are having severe 
symptoms may be prescribed medications by their doctor.

25. Make sure these children are getting enough sleep. Lack of sleep makes them more moody and 
irritable which doesn’t help them cope with their anxieties.

26. As summer ends, many children will show signs of separation anxiety as they worry about school 
issues. They think their new teacher may be mean or that they won’t remember their combination 
locker number.

Strategies
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