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1 know it's tempting, and often a lot easier for you to 
"sneak out" when your child is not looking when you are 
dropping off at school or going out for the evening. The 
angst and guilt you may feel for the inevitable crying, 
tontruming, or screams of your infant or toddler may 
seem to rationalize why you should leave without saying 
goodbye. However, understanding why your child is 
behaving this way and having a few strategies to support 
this transition will help both you and your child. 

Separation anxiety is a typical phase of infant and 
toddler development. It is a time when your child does not 
want to separate from you and often experiences distress 
whenever you leave. Though the timing of separation 
anxiety can vary, typically infants experience it around 8 
months and toddlers anywhere from ages 1 through 2 
years. While, still others may not experience it at all. 
Separation anxiety may occur with preschoolers as well. 

The first stage of separation anxiety or stranger anxiety 
occurs at infancy. This is when an infant seems anxious 
around unfamiliar people and situations or cries when their 
mother or father is out of their sight. Separation anxiety 
typically can appear in a toddler around 18 months of age. 
This is a time when toddlers have an understanding that 
they are separate individuals from their parents. Toddlers 
do not have a sense of time, so whether you go to the 
kitchen or to work they do not know when you will be 
back. This creates a feeling of anxiety. 

With all of this in mind, it is important to establish a 
routine with your child in order to make a smooth daily 
transition to school or when you go out. Before your child 
begins at their new school or a babysitter stays with them 
for the first time, spend time with this caregiver. This way 
your child can become familiar with this person, as well as 
feel secure in this new situation. Your child also needs to 
see that you are comfortable and trusting having someone 
else care for him or her. Visit with the childcare program 
or babysitter a few times and practice saying goodbye for 
short periods of time so that your child will get used to the 
idea. 

It is also important to establish a goodbye routine. 
This could include choosing an activity together, reading a 
book before you go, or something so quick as putting your 
child's lunch in the refrigerator together. It is important to 
communicate with your child what will occur after this 
established goodbye routine. This includes reassuring 
your child that you will be back. For example saying, 
"After we put your lunch in the refrigerator it will be time 
to say goodbye" gives your child information of what to 
expect next. Older infants and toddlers are comforted by 
routines and knowing what is about to occur. Since they 
do not have a concept of time remember to add a concrete  

example of when you will be returning. For example "I 
will be back after naptime or when you are on the play-
ground". 

Whatever you decide for your goodbye routine, make 
sure it is something you can do each time you need to say 
goodbye. This then becomes routine and expected by 
your child, thus leading to a smoother goodbye. Remem-
ber, when you say goodbye, mean it. Do not come back in 
the classroom or house even if you hear your child cry, 
When you come right back after saying goodbye you are 
reinforcing their uneasiness and they will also learn that 
each time they cry you will come right back. By not 
rushing right back in the room you show your child that 
you trust the person that they will be staying with, 
which in turn helps them feel secure. It you spend the 
time now in making goodbyes a comfortable routine, you 
will have the reward of a secure child for the years to 
come. 

Suggested children's books that address 
separation anxiety: 
Wemberly Worried by Kevin Henkes 
The Good-Bye Book by Judith Viorst 
Benjamin Comes Back by Amy Brandt 
I Love You All Day Long by Francesca Rusackas 
The Caillou, the Babysitter by Nicole Nadeau 


