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Further reading 
 

• Even if I Spill My Milk?                            
by Anna Grossnickle Hines 

• When Mama Comes Home 
Tonight, by Eileen Spinelli 

• Geraldine’s Blanket,          
by Holly Keller 

Experts sometimes describe 
childhood as a series of      
separations...each milestone 
brings your child one step closer 
to independence. The amount of 
anxiety adults feel at “letting go” 
often matches or exceeds that of 
the child who is learning to 
separate!  
 
Separation anxiety is perfectly 
normal. In fact, it’s a sign that 
your child’s cognitive 
development is progressing as it 
should, because separation 
anxiety is triggered by           
increasing awareness of the 
world and events. Infants 
discover they prefer the 
company of particular people. 
Later they realize people come 
and go. As they begin to        
vocalize and make gestures,  
infants learn that adults will 
respond to their objections.  

Separation anxiety is marked 
by acute and genuine distress at 
saying goodbye to a loved one. 
It does not mean that the child 
cannot function without the 
parent, but that the act of saying 
goodbye is painful. For children 
under one year of age, “out of 
sight” is effectively “out of 
mind.” They have so many 
things to attend to that they 
don’t spend much actual time 
consciously missing the absent 
person. This doesn’t mean they 
don’t miss the parent, but that 
their needs are being met in a 
way that allows them to 
participate in the business at 
hand: sleep, play, whatever.  
 
Children who are going through 
acute separation anxiety often 
have an emotional reunion at 
pick-up time. The emotions they    
minimize during the day come 

bubbling over at the sight of a 
beloved parent as the child    
realizes “I really missed you!” 
Separation anxiety is a         
bittersweet development       
because it’s the first time a child 
really shows a parent how much 
they are missed, but it also 
indicates their developmental 
readiness to become more 
independent.  
 
As difficult as it can be to  
separate during this period, it is 
an important process for parent 
and child. Your child is learning 
that you care about her feelings, 
that you always come back, and 
that she can do some things 
“alone.” Parents are learning that 
their needs (professional or          
otherwise) are also important, 
and that their child can  benefit 
from  being cared for by other 
adults.  

No matter why they return to work, most parents feel some guilt at 
having someone else care for their child. They may wonder: 
“What message am I sending my child?” We’d like you to 
consider this message: that moms and dads need to be happy and 
fulfilled, too. While you broaden your horizons at work, you are 
doing the same for your child. She will interact with all kinds of 
people, form loving relationships with kids and adults, and explore  
activities she can’t find at home. It’s a gift for both of you! 



 

Won’t relaxing standards during separation anxiety 
reinforce the behavior? On the     contrary: it sends 
the message that you understand your child’s needs, 
and that you want to help. It can be hard for adults who 
haven’t gotten through this stage with a child to believe 
that he or she really will “get over” it.  Being 
responsive while still encouraging independence 
(through self-soothing behaviors) is the fastest and 
most effective remedy. 
 
I don’t want my child to bond so much with their 
teacher that I am left out of the loop...No teacher can 
displace a parent-child relationship. This simply 

doesn’t happen. If your child fusses at pick-up, she is 
not saying I don’t want to leave my teacher.” She is 
saying  “I missed you and I saved my rough spots for 
you.”  Interestingly, discouraging strong bonds with 
their caregivers can actually make children feel more 
insecure and needy when they are home with you.  
 
I just can’t stand to leave my baby crying. You can 
call us to make sure your child settles down. Pick-up 
time is a good way for you to “spy” on your child 
when she’s playing comfortably in the group. Peeking 
back at  drop-off time will only make your child try 
harder to get you to stay. 
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Stranger Awareness: Infants become aware of 
strangers when they are around 6 months old. They  
may stop playing, pause, or stare when “strangers” 
enter their space. They feel interested, but not alarmed. 
What you can do:  Acknowledge their interest. 
Introduce your child to the person. Your infant will 
observe your body language and voice cues to see how 
to react to this “new” face. Let her warm up to the 
person at her own speed. 
 
Stranger Anxiety: Sometime between 8 and 12 
months of age, infants begin to cling to  caregivers, cry 
when mom or dad leaves, and forcefully object to 
being held by someone they don’t frequently see. 
Sometimes they will transfer these behaviors to their 
caregiver in mom and dad’s absence.  
 
 

What you can do:  
• Make sure that routines stay consistent.  
• Allow your child extra time with the preferred 

caregiver whenever possible.  
• Don’t force your child to sit with well-meaning 

relatives if you are nearby and he objects. Let 
those interactions take place at his initiative. He 
will grow out of this stage, but right now it is just 
too hard to be near you and not with you.  

• When your child fusses at separation, gently 
reassure him that you will return. Though Don’t 
linger. Drawn out goodbyes will increase anxiety.  

• Read our flyer on Easier Drop-offs and Pick-ups 
for more specific suggestions. 

  
Separation anxiety isn’t a one-time event. It has 
several phases, and can reappear with new settings or 
challenges.  

• Comfort objects: if your child is attached to a 
favorite blanket or toy, make sure that it is 
available during drop-off. For children without 
particular transitional objects, anything with the 
smell of home (especially bedding) is comforting. 

• Leave photos of your family and pets at the 
center. These will get lots of loving so make sure 
they are duplicates. 

• Relax standards for pacifiers and bottles 
temporarily if you have limits on how long your 
child can use them. Teachers can put pacifiers, etc. 

away once the anxiety has passed. This will help 
your child feel powerful. 

• If your caregiver baby-sits, that’s a great chance 
for your child to bond with her. If not, consider 
hosting a potluck or having the teacher over for 
dinner. 

• Backpacks or other baby carriers are        
especially helpful during this clingy period.   

• Try to recognize how your own ambivalence about 
separating affects your child.  


