Separation:  An Ongoing Task
Making the Transition As Easy As Possible

Few developmental milestones cause as much anxiety as the process of separation between parents and young children.  As the beginning days of school draw near, your preschooler may be showing signs of anxiousness.

As educators, we view this as a natural process.  Perhaps your child has been left in the care of a baby-sitter, grandparent or other significant adult for brief periods of time.  These experiences are all part of the process of separation, which begins during infancy and continues throughout our lifetime.

Going to school represents separation of enormous magnitude to the young child.  Leaving the familiar, safe and loving home environment for the “outside world” can be most traumatic.  

Allowing the child an opportunity to become acquainted with this new physical space and the people in that space is a very important piece in any transition.  Parents should plan to stay with a child and help them to first explore the new place and people.  When he becomes involved in play and interaction with others, parents should then say good-bye and leave to a nearby room.  This allows the child to touch base with the parent, if necessary.  In the classroom environment, teachers provide interesting and challenging activities for each child.  By observing the child’s cues, parent and teacher will decide together the parent’s optimal time of departure from the building.  It is important to tell your child when you are leaving and when you will return.

Each family will deal with the separation transition in their own way.  Sometimes a daily good-bye ritual can be helpful.  Regression sometimes occurs.  There may be more clinginess, anger, baby talk or toilet training lapses.  This ongoing process of emotional separation is necessary in order for a child to develop a sense of individuality and wholeness.

Parenthood is just one long lesson in learning to say good-bye, as children go off to camp, to junior high, high school, college, jobs and marriage.  The best thing that we can do for ourselves and our children is not to fall back on denial or distraction as a way of lessening the stress, but feel all these conflicting emotions with them—the fear, the sadness, the excitement, the anger, the pride and the joy!

