
 
 

WNNS Separation Suggestions for Parents and Caregivers 
 

 
I.  Stepping Back Gradually.   
A.  At first, your child will need you to be with him.  Feel free to walk your child around the room, join in 
play, read a story together.   
 
B. After a while, try stepping back a little.  There are chairs scattered about the classroom.  Sit down in 
one spot so that your child can visit you periodically to ‘refuel’ while moving through the classroom. 
 
C.  Try leaving the classroom for a moment or two to use the restroom or sit in the hallway.  Tell your child 
where you are going. 
 
D.  Eventually, and probably not on the first day of school, try leaving the building for 15 or 20 minutes.  
Tell your child and a teacher where you are going and when you will be back, e.g. “I’m going to buy a 
newspaper, I’ll be back when you’re having snack.” 
 
E.  The time you stay away will increase as your child gains confidence.   
 
II.  Building Trust.  You are your child’s “secure base” during the separation process.  Your child must be 
able to trust that you will see him through this transition.  This trust allows your child to relax and focus on 
the new challenges of school. 
 
 
 

“Beginning days and weeks are not the time for expecting trips or stimulating art projects in the center of school for 
young children.  You may think that the program is getting off to too slow a start, but children need time to get acquainted 
with the teachers and with the room and its materials.  Teachers need to plan carefully for these beginning days.  There are 
many decisions that they need to make. 

Teachers need to decide whether or not to put out all the blocks or just a limited number of shapes.  The age of the 
children and their former experiences with blocks will influence the teacher’s decision.  Very young children of three and 
under may be overwhelmed by more than just two or three basic shapes in the beginning.  On the other hand, 
kindergarteners, who may be experienced builders, might feel cheated if the block shelves are not full. 

Will the teacher start with several colors of paint or just one or two?  Will she start with paint at all?  Young toddlers 
may not be ready to use brushers and an easel in the early days of the program.  They may need more time to control their 
small muscles, while older children may be ready right away to try their hands at painting. 

Teachers need to make many decisions about equipping their classrooms in the beginning weeks.  Many teachers 
tend to use less, rather than more.  They will think about puzzles—shall there be hard ones as well as easy puzzles on the 
shelf?  Will some children entering the group be highly skilled in puzzles?  Will others get discouraged if the puzzles are out 
of their range? 

Will the teacher provide paste with collage materials or wait until the children have been in the program for a while?  
The decision will most likely be based on the age and experience of the children as well as the amount of adult help 
available in the room.  If teachers have to spend large amounts of time teaching chilren how to use paste in the early days, 
it may inhibit their more important interactions with parents and children. 

Will the teacher put crayons or felt-tip markers, or both, on the table with the drawing paper?  Markers are very easy to 
use and respond best to a light touch  The age of the children in the group and the kind of touch they use will influence the 
decision.  An eighteen-month-old does not have the finesse of a five-year-old, so crayons are best at this age. 

These teacher decisions convey specific messages to children and their parents.  Be aware of them.  A carefully 
arranged room with well-chosen materials in appropriate quantities reflects the teacher’s serious attention to the needs of 
the beginning days.  When there is a certain order, a cheerful cleanliness, an array of attractive playthings that are not 
overwhelming, you will know that your arrival has been anticipated joyfully and thoughtfully.  The teacher’s pleasure, and 
care, in the entry of chilren and their parents will help prepare the way for a successful separation.” 

 
Excerpted from Learning to Say Goodbye by Nancy Balaban (pp, 97-99) 

 



A.  NEVER SNEAK OUT, no matter how tempting.  You may think, “She’s happy now; once I say I’m 
going she’ll stop playing and get upset.”  This may be true; however, your child will most likely be more 
upset and anxious if she looks up from happy play and suddenly realizes you’re not where she expects 
you to be.    
 
B.  If you will be leaving for more than a few minutes, give your child a warning, e.g. “Let’s do this puzzle 
together and then I have to go to the bank.  I’ll come back when it’s singing time.”  Then, STICK TO WHAT 
YOU SAY even if there are protests or tears.  Prolonging, debating, or taking back your decision to leave 
can make your child even more anxious and can be frustrating for you.   
 
C.  Be honest about where you are going and when you’ll be back.   
 
D.  If you’ve left a crying child at school, feel free to wait a bit and then call school and see how your child 
is doing.   
 
III. Security Objects.  A treasured blanket, stuffed toy, or other security object from home can make the 
transition easier to school for some children.  We never ask children to share these objects with others.  
Please try your best to keep bottles and pacifiers outside of the classroom, and please do not nurse your 
child at school.  Bottles, pacifiers, and nursing can send conflicting messages to children who are taking a 
first big step toward maturity and independence.    
 
IV. Establishing a Routine.  Many children benefit from having a morning routine (just as many rely on 
bedtime routines).  During these first weeks of school, think about establishing a routine with your child if 
you think he or she would benefit from one. Even something as simple as parking the stroller in the same 
place each day, or reading a book together before you say good bye can make the morning transition 
easier.  
 
V.  Respecting the Child’s Choices.  On some days your child  may choose not to participate in certain 
activities or may refuse to attend group times.  A refusal to become fully involved in school life in the 
beginning is the child’s way of achieving some degree of control over the experience.  We have found that 
children participate more and more as they begin to feel more relaxed at school.  We always provide an 
alternative activity during group times so that wary children can watch from a distance before joining in.   
 
VI.  Feelings.  Your child will most likely feel a wide range of emotions in response to starting school: 
excitement, pride, resentment, anxiety, curiosity, hesitancy,  or even an ambivalent mix of them all.     
These powerful emotions may come out in unsuspected ways.  Your child may say good bye to you 
cheerfully and have a pleasant day at school but suddenly become a wild terror at home.  She may have 
difficulty sleeping at first, or become more clingy, weepy, or ‘baby-ish’.  He may be eager to get to school 
one day, and then drag his feet the next.  These feelings and responses are a natural part of separation.  
Acknowledging your child’s feelings about starting school, whether positive or negative,  is an important 
part of the separation process.   
 
VII.  Communicating with Teachers.  During separation, we teachers often feel like we must be 
everywhere at once.  While we can’t always talk at length during class time, feel free to call us before or 
after school if you have questions or concerns about your child’s separation.  When you decide to leave 
the classroom, flag one of us down to help you and your child say good bye.   
 
VIII.  Things to Do at Home.  Certain toys and activities help children cope with separation by helping 
them act out the process of leaving and returning.  Toys like jack-in-the-box, push and pull toys, and 
tunnels;  flap-books or pop-up books; and games such as hiding toys and then finding them, peek-a-boo 
or hide-and-seek can be helpful for children as they go through separation.   


