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Tips for easing separation anxiety

VENTURING OUT
•MOBILIZING. Characterized

by their new ability to
WALK on their own,
toddlers are consumed
with exploring.

•LEARNING TO SEPARATE. A
toddler’s new ability to
walk, however, is
challenged by his
dependence on his
parents and the feeling of
safety he gets from
keeping them close.
Balancing the need to
become independent and
returning to the safety of
home base is a challenge
both for toddlers and for
their parents.

•OVERFLOWING WITH
NEWNESS. A toddler can
be overwhelmed by all the
developments associated
with his new discoveries
and developing sense of
self. And, his new
awareness of language
and feelings can lead to
new fears—mistaking
parents’ disapproval, for
example, with a loss of
love.

•DISCOVERING HIS BODY.
A toddler’s new repertoire
also includes learning
about gender and
controlling bodily
functions.
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Say goodbye. Waving bye-bye to your
toddler is something you should not avoid
doing. At first, this may make her cry, but, if
you just disappear, and she thinks you might
leave her at any time, she will cry and cling to
you constantly.

Prepare your child. Talk to your child
about what is going to happen to help him
think ahead. You may think that he does not
grasp what you are saying, but he understands
much more than he can actually say.

Be optimistic. Do not let your
apprehensions show when you are leaving
your child. Show optimism by saying, “I think
you are going to have a wonderful time play-
ing with the other children today!”

Provide a comfort object. At first, when
the anxiety is the strongest, you may want to
allow your child to keep an object that will
make her feel close to you. Examples: a stuffed
animal or a pillow from her bed.

Help label his emotions. Even though it
will be some time before your child starts to
understand his emotions, you can label what
he is feeling. When you are walking out the
door and your child screams for you not to
leave, explain that what he is feeling is
“missing” you. Also, add that you have the
same feeling, and you understand. 

Take things slowly. When you are getting
ready to go back to work after being with your
child at home, it is a good idea to have a tran-
sition time with the new caregiver, your child
and yourself. This gives everyone an opportu-
nity to get acquainted and become comfort-
able with the new situation.

Arrange same-time departures. To make
saying goodbye easier, try having your child
exit first. When you drop her off at the
nursery, have the caregiver take her outside to
play.  Be sure to wave bye-bye to her as she is
leaving you.

Employ favorite pastimes. You might also
like to have your child care provider involve
your child in a favorite pastime. He may get
upset when she sees you are leaving; however,
it will be much easier for him to get re-involved
in something he is already working on.

Help her learn to deal with separation.
Eventually your child will learn how to cope
and understand that she must be separated
from you sometimes. This may take some
time, but she must learn this important devel-
opmental task. She will use it for the rest of
her life. 

Building a healthy
relationship through
sensitive and
responsive care—
with an emotional
investment—
allows your child to
feel safe and
secure, provides him
with a solid base for
exploration and
allows him to
communicate his
feelings.

How
important

is the
parent-child
relationship?


