
Beginnings, Separations and Jitters - Kathy Hardy 

I wonder if my drawing will be as good as theirs 
I wonder if they’ll like me, or just be full of stares. 
I wonder if my teacher will look like mom or gram 
And I wonder if my puppy will wonder where I am.  
     ~ Aileen Fisher !
The start of preschool is a milestone for many families that is often anticipated with great 
excitement and joy – but also with lots of crying, uncertainty and heel digging, from both 
children and parents.  For children, the main source of anxiety is that they have no idea of 
what to expect. For parents, the main source of anxiety is worrying that their child will feel 
abandoned.  Walking into a new room with new children and adults, learning new routines, 
seeing all of the play options and taking in all the new noises is overwhelming, even for the 
most socially acclimated children.  All we have to do is examine our own experiences with 
newness and beginning to remember that beginnings are tough – on everyone.   

Believe it or not, it was my first-born child Cole who had to be physically pried from my thigh 
by his compassionate preschool teacher as I made my escape from the classroom.  I would 
spend the rest of the morning worrying about his wellbeing and possible emotional 
determent. Constantly looking at the clock I wondered if he would settle down enough to 
enjoy his morning, make a friend, be noticed by the teacher, find his way to the bathroom, 
follow directions, eat snack and forgive me for leaving him.   I would drive back to the school 
white-knuckled, bracing myself for a disastrous report… to be greeted by the teacher with a 
glowing report of Cole’s day.  And then we would repeat this scenario several more times 
before he became comfortable enough to say goodbye without tears (his and mine).  When it 
came time for my second child to start preschool I had a much different experience.  In fact, 
on her first day, Lauren had to tell me that it was time to leave.    

Why is it more stressful for some children to separate while others seem to breeze through it?  
And how should we as parents, teachers and children collaborate to best handle this new and 
potentially unsettling situation? 

Your child’s temperament 

Dr. Sucheta Connolly, Director of the Pediatric Stress and Anxiety Disorders Clinic at the 
University of Chicago, says parents need to examine their child’s history of dealing with 
separations.  “What we know is that children have their own unique temperaments and that 
means that from the time a child is born we can notice that children respond to particular 
new situations differently than others.  Some children are naturally shyer or hesitant in new 
situations. If your child seems particularly attached to you, he or she may struggle more with 
beginning school (Cole vs. Lauren).  “Some children just have a harder time separating from 
the safety zone of their family,” states Connolly. Other indications of possible separation 
anxiety include a child’s past behavior when left on a play date or at a grandparent’s house.   
Parents of an older child who sailed through the first day of school are surprised to find a 
subsequent child cling to them on his or her first day of a new program or new environment. 
Siblings may be very different from one another (Cole and Lauren) and parents have to look at 
each child and how they function in new situations.  

Be Consistent 

Many of us are tempted to think our child is not ready for school after a bad reaction on the 
first day or weeks of school.  Children need to have the opportunity to work through difficult 
situations.  Denying your child the time to work through separation sets the precedent of not 



having to face problems.  Instead, consistency is key when it comes to making preschool a 
part of your child and family’s new routine.  Simply going together on a regular basis will 
provide your child with a strong sense of anticipation.  Keep your good-byes short and sweet 
so your child knows what to except but doesn’t prolong your departure.  When you pick him 
up at the end of the day, reinforce the idea that you came back, just like you said you would. 
Having a morning routine for school days supports best transitions.  Plan ahead to reduce the 
stress of dashing out of the house.  Some parents find it helpful to lay out the next days 
clothes the night before or have the backpack ready to go by the front door.  Permit and 
encourage your child to participate in getting ready for the school day and avoid the power 
struggles that often come with choices over clothing.  It is fine if your child wears the same 
thing each day.  They should dress for comfort and a day of messy exploration. 

Don’t sneak away 

It might be tempting to bolt from the classroom, but your child will feel more afraid if you 
suddenly disappear.  Fran Walfish, Psy.D., child and family psychotherapist and the author of 
Self-Aware Parent, says that it can take up to ten weeks for a child to fully acclimate to going 
to school and feeling comfortable in new surroundings.  Developing a good-bye ritual can help 
support transitions such as a special hug or handshake followed by “see you later alligator”.  
Once you’ve said your good-byes – go. 

Resist Surprise Visits 

Once you have left your child, resist the temptation to go back and check on her.  Dr. Walfish 
adds “If you’re always checking up on your child, you risk the reciprocity of your child 
checking on you constantly.  It is very helpful to develop a team approach with your child’s 
teacher and develop a separation plan.  Trust your teachers, trust yourself and have the 
confidence that you have made the best decision and chosen the best preschool for your 
child.  

Prepare Comfort Object(s) 

Family pictures and Family books are in each room to provide your child a reminder of all the 
people who support their wellbeing.  There are many ways that say “this is my place and I 
belong here” in the classrooms.  Each child has a personal space for their belongings labeled 
with their picture, photos that document how their time is spent in the classroom, photos to 
revisit the activities and ongoing opportunities to ‘claim’ the classroom as their own.  
Children may feel the need for a comfort object at school.  Many children bring in small 
treasures to show classmates and teachers that act as a transition and introduction into the 
classroom community.  

Avoid Comparing your Child to Others 

Making comparisons to siblings or friends – William doesn’t cry when his mom leaves, or your 
brother is a big boy and loves his school can make the transition even more difficult.  No one 
wants to be compared to someone else in this light.  Honoring your child’s process is the best 
way to make the transition to preschool as smooth as possible and don’t worry, eventually 
your child will outgrow the separation anxiety. The child who never cries when his parent 
leaves may act out the scene through play to process his feelings.  Another child may need to 
cry at every separation for a while in order to work through his feelings.  It is okay to leave 
your child if they keep on crying.  A complete and successful transition to school can take 
longer if you take family vacations or breaks from school or if there are changes in your 
home. 

Give yourself a Pep talk 



Be positive and upbeat. If you’re enthusiastic about school, your child may gain confidence 
from you.   WCNS is a wonderful place for your child and family.  We are here to support your 
parenting, your family and your child. 

I am happy to report that Cole, Lauren and our youngest Peter have all made their separation 
transitions and are now living away from home and are happy independent adults!  To learn 
more about beginnings read the article in your Parent handbook written by a former WCNS 
teacher, Barb Gooden.  


