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Understanding and Accepting 
Separation Feelings 

 
How often have teachers dreaded new 

children beginning school, wondering how long 
it will take them to settle into the classroom and 
stop wanting their parents? 

How many parents feel that they have 
somehow failed if their child cries and clings 
instead of toddling happily into the classroom? 

And doesn’t every teacher want to be 
able to dry the child’s tears quickly and move on 
with her plans for the entire group? 

Wanting to “get over” the separation 
process quickly and efficiently is a natural 
reaction. But separation is a long and painful 
process for teachers and parents as well as for 
children. The complex process of separation 
begins not at school but at birth. In the child’s 
first year the gradual realization of separateness 
from mother culminates around nine months. 
The recognition that she is able to leave the child 
provokes great anxiety over her leaving at the 
same time that it reinforces the child’s 
dependence on and attachment to her. It is this 
attachment that makes changes to new people 
and places so difficult, the same attachment that 
has nurtured the child’s readiness to venture out 
to school and to learn. It represents the good 
mothering that has prepared the child to expect 
good things form other people and settings. 
Teachers should, thus take heart at the 
difficulties separation pain causes, knowing they 
are a strong indication the child will be ready to 
form additional attachments to teachers and 
school. 
 
Sue Gottschall, M. A., is an advisor and 
instructor of Head Start teachers and as 
assistants in the CDA program at Chicago City-
wide College. She received psychoanalytic 
training in understanding play from Bruno 
Bettelheim at the University of Chicago’s 
Orthogenic School. 

Teachers and parents might also observe 
that school separation appears to be easier for 
the young toddler if she or he has had some 
happy times while being separated, as in play 
groups, with babysitters, at grandparents’ house, 
or on neighborhood visits. Children can, it seems 
to “inoculated” against overwhelming anxiety. 
Research indicates, furthermore, that explaining 
what to expect to toddlers and preschoolers 
gives them a sense of predictability and control 
that eases separation stress. Before leaving, the 
parent can forecast the day with the child: 
“You’re going to play awhile, than sing some 
songs, and go outside. When you’ve eaten lunch, 
I’ll be back.” This planning reduces fear 
(Powell, 1989). 

Although most young children do not 
cry when they start attending a group program, 
every classroom has at least one – usually more 
than one – child who does. As distressing as this 
is, it expresses the feelings that all the children 
have. Many of those who do not cry will show 
their own anxieties in a variety of ways: 
hesitance to enter the room; wanting their 
mothers to stay; shy silence; use of transitional 
objects from home; symbolic play; 
conversations with teachers and other children, 
“acting up” or other kinds of problems at home. 
Recognizing and responding to these messages 
as expressions of anxiety enables the teachers to 
help the child deal with separation effectively. 

 
 

Play out the anger and anxiety 
 
 If a child is embarked on sobbing over 
his mother’s leaving him, however, verbal 
reassurance will seldom quiet him. The promise 
that his mother is coming back in a couple of 
hours is not enough for a child, and it does not 
address his anger at not having control over her 



coming and going. Play offers a natural, 
symbolic way for young children to begin to 
grapple with anxieties and anger over being left. 
 
All young children react to separation. 
Some cry; others hesitate to enter the 
room, want their mothers to stay, are 
very quiet, bring objects from home, act 
out symbolically, or feel very stressed. 
 

 
Caterpillars (i.e., mothers) come back 
 
 One little boy began crying angrily as his 
mother left with her new baby. Even though it was 
his second year of school, the arrival of a sibling had 
revived his separation difficulties. When comfort and 
reassurance didn’t work, his teacher remembered that 
making things appear and disappear is probably the 
game best loved by young children. She covered a 
stuffed caterpillar with an old cloth, exclaiming, 
“Where is it? Where did it go?” A small group of 
children gathered around, concerned about the child’s 
distress- distress that so graphically reflected their 
own anxieties. They watched as the teacher hid the 
caterpillar and then found him. They began asking 
the teacher to hide it again. They told the caterpillar 
how mad they were when it went away, and they 
showed joy and relief as the cloth was pulled away 
and the caterpillar reappeared. As the play continued, 
the boy’s crying gradually stopped. His distress had 
turned to interest; each time the animal was hidden 
the boy’s facial expression became curious and 
slightly anxious. Finally, when the animal 
reappeared, he burst into a wonderful grin. A simple 
game had assuaged his anger and distress by 
speaking directly to his fear on a playful level; 
Whatever goes away or disappears – whether a 
mother or a small animal – can be found and can 
appear again. 
 This game can be played in all kinds of 
ways. Push a pull toy around a corner so that it can’t 
be seen, then pull it back into view. Help children 
build a house or garage for small animals or cars to 
disappear into and then reappear at the other side. 
Engage toddlers in sending a ball or wheeled toy 
back and forth between you. Pick up and return to 
squeals of delight objects dropped over and over 
again from crib or highchair. Find the object under 
the cloth with young babies (9 months and older). 
Tape together tube after paper tube to build, as one 
child said, “a tunnel to my house.” If a teacher is 
sensitive to the importance of this issue, many ways 

to play it out symbolically with children of all ages 
become basic to her curriculum. 
 
Am I here because I’m bad?  
 
 A common theme appears in children’s 
expressions of separation anxiety. Their experience 
of school starting is being sent away from home. 
Many children think they are being banished because 
of something they have done. A parent often 
reinforces this idea when saying, “You are going to 
school because you have gotten so big,” or “You are 
going to school to learn how to behave.” Both 
confirm the child’s thinking that she has done 
something to cause this change. 
 Erica was having difficulty entering the 
classroom each morning. One day Erica said to the 
teachers, “I can tell this story. My dog got too big last 
night and my Mama put him outdoors.” Like many 
young children Erica identified with young animals. 
Here was her understanding of why she had been sent 
to school: She was “put out” of her house because 
she was too big. 
 Erica repeated her central concern 
throughout the day, asking her teacher later, “Does 
your little boy go to school? I don’t know him. Can 
you bring him to see me one day? I was mad this 
morning `cause my mama put my dog out `cause he 
go too big.” Here she extended her concern to include 
separation from her siblings as well. In addition she 
asked directly, in referring to her teacher’s boy, if a 
mommy and child could be together at school. It 
troubled this child, as it does many others, that school 
and learning mean being sent away from home. 
 
Dealing with separation reactions 

 
 Simply explaining to Erica and to other 
children that they are not being “kicked out” but sent 
to school to learn and to have fun would be expecting 
children to understand adult reasoning. Instead, we 
need to understand and accept what the children are 
feeling and expressing. 
 The child has two central concerns when 
entering school or child care: Is my parent coming 
back? And who will take care of me until she/he 
does? Games of disappearing and reappearing objects 
address the first concern; a teacher has many 
opportunities to speak to the second. She cares for the 
child not only physically, but also by understanding 
and encouraging his symbolic play. 
 



 
 
 
Being a partner in symbolic play 
 
Jeffrey’s difficulties did not begin until January. His 
mother had had a second child and had taken three 
months off work to stay home. In the middle of the 
year, she returned to work and Jeffrey became 
desperate, turning his anger against other children in 
the classroom. His teacher engaged Jeffrey as soon as 
he entered the classroom each day. With the teacher 
following his lead in play, a ritual developed. Jeffrey 
would pretend that he was the jailer. He would take 
two chairs, making a jail, and lock up his teacher, the 
“bad” person. Then he would stand by the jail 
guarding her and listing all the bad things she had 
done (both real and imagined). After a few minutes, 
Jeffrey was able to join his class and manage the 
morning more easily. In this relatively short period of 
symbolic play, he became the person in charge who 
could control the adult caregiver. In addition, she 
became the person who was “bad” and “punished.” 
Symbolically playing this out allowed Jeffrey to turn 
the tables and hold captive “a bad mom” – bad in his 
mind for having had another child, sending him away 
to school, and leaving him for work. This was a 
positive step in working out his feelings about 
separation. In pretend he could identify with the 
“good guy” – the jailer - and still vent his anger in an 
acceptable way. Most important, he stopped seeing 
himself as the “bad guy” who was constantly getting 
in trouble for his feelings and actions. He had found, 
instead, an appropriate way to express himself about 
desertion and powerlessness. The relief of the other 
children in the class was obvious as Jeffrey’s feelings 
were directed toward the teacher in appropriate play 
rather than toward them. 
 
Integrating home and school in play 
 
 Constructing buildings with Legos™ 
became Erica’s medium for integrating home and 
school. One day as Erica and Bobby were building 
schools next to each other, the following 
conversation occurred: 
Bobby: “I’m building a school for my teacher.” 
Erica: “This is my mama’s school, but I’m going to 
let kids come in.” 
Bobby: “Your mama doesn’t go to school. She’s too 
old.” 
Erica: “Shut up, bobby. Go play with your toys. You 
better play right.” 
Bobby: “My mama’s not coming to pick me up.” 
Erica: “You listen to the teacher today, OK? Will 
you wash the table for me?” 

 
They continued to play with Erica taking the 
teacher’s role. Initially, in their play, Erica tried to 
bring her family and school life 
 
 
Teachers need to have the courage to stop 
a parent from sneaking out of the room 
when the child is not watching, knowing 
that separation cannot be solved by 
avoidance. 
 
together by building a school that was her mama’s 
school. When Bobby wouldn’t accept this, she told 
him that he ought to play correctly. At this point 
Bobby said that his mama was not coming to pick 
him up. Erica immediately switched to the role of 
teacher, taking care of Bobby. We know from this 
that Erica now saw the teacher as a comforting 
person – a major step each child must take in order to 
settle into school. 
 
Sensory reassurance 
 
While Erica and Jeffrey dealt with their mother’s 
absence symbolically, other children need to deal 
with it on a more concrete, sensory, and, often 
nonverbal level. A particularly graphic example is a 
non-English-speaking Japanese boy. Haruo, who 
entered school shortly after arriving in the United 
States, his mother stayed quietly in the classroom, 
and Haruo would frequently run over to touch her 
and then return to continue his exploration of the 
room. With each transition in the school day he 
would make this physical or, later, visual contact 
with her. During this time, Haruo often played peek-
a-boo games with his teacher – a variation of the 
hiding and finding game. Eventually his mother 
began to leave for gradually longer periods of time 
until he managed the morning well without her. 
Although his adjustment process was lengthened by 
the language and cultural differences, it nonetheless 
highlights the sensory contacts with the mother that 
some children need as they adjust to school and begin 
the separation process. Dependency needs and 
separation anxiety vary tremendously form one child 
and parent to another and must be net by the teacher 
with a great deal of flexibility rather than a 
preconceived idea of when all children should be 
ready to separate. 
 
“Blankies” and other bits of home. 
 
 Other children are able to separate from 
Mom when a transitional object (often a “blankie”) is 



brought with them. The teacher must take seriously 
the child’s need for this visual and tactile comfort 
that smells, feels, or looks like home. Her interest and 
concern that the object be kept in a safe place, for this 
child only, is usually all that is necessary to make 
things from home manageable in the classroom. One 
child brought a different toy each day. She deposited 
it faithfully in her cubby, and checked on it 
periodically throughout the morning. It was as if a 
small part of home needed to always accompany her. 
Her checking on it resembled Haruo’s checks with 
his mother. As the year progressed, like Haruo, her 
checks became less frequent, until she no longer 
needed to bring something. The lessening of the 
young child’s need for concrete, sensory reminders of 
home often parallels the growth of his feeling of 
security at school and his freedom to continue 
exploration there. 
 
Dependency needs and separation anxiety 
vary tremendously from one child and 
parent to another and must be met by the 
teacher with a great deal of flexibility 
rather than a preconceived idea of when 
all children should be ready to separate. 
 
 
The teachers empathy is key 
 
 What causes children to eventually move 
from their dependence on their mothers and 
reminders of home to being confident and happy 
explorers no longer in need of these supports? What 
makes the unfamiliar environment of the center or 
school become an extension of the security at home? 
It is the teacher’s understanding and response. She 
establishes this security through the empathy she 
feels with the child, and through her ability to 
understand and communicate symbolically with the 
child about his concerns. 
 In addition to responding to the child’s 
needs during the day, teachers can also plan for the 
group with separation issues in mind. Invite parents 
and children to visit the center before regular 
attendance begins. Schedule a small portion of the 
total group to start each day of the first week so staff 
has time to provide the support that most children and 
parents need. Encourage mo thers to stay with their 
children at first: and reassure parents that distress in 
varying ways and degrees is a normal, healthy sign. 
Keep daily routines as simple and predictable as 
possible, changing them only when necessary and 
with careful thought as to how to prepare the 
children. Arrange the classroom so that children can 
participate in nonthreatening activities while 

observing the other children and the comings and 
goings at the classroom door: an easel in a corner 
where the child can have her back to the wall and a 
clear view of all that is happening; play dough, sand, 
and water in other areas that meet the same criteria. 
All of these activities involve the child’s senses 
without demanding interpersonal play. They permit 
the child to observe classroom life carefully and to 
maintain visual contact with his mother or teacher 
whenever necessary. 
 Another way a teacher can help a group of 
children with separation issues is through reading and 
acting out meaningful stories – fanciful stories in 
which a small person or animal ventures away from 
home and triumphs over adversity. These differ from 
books that deal realistically with separation issues in 
that they speak to the children in their own terms of 
pretends. The Three Little Pigs (Jacob, 1980) is 
probably the all time favorite because it so pointedly 
responds to the children’s needs in separating from 
parents and home. The Little Pigs, much like the 
children starting child care or school, have been sent 
out by their mother to “make their way.” It is clearly 
not an easy job, but one that demands hard work and 
cleverness as well. The Big Bad Wolf (and other 
scary things like him) can be kept at bay and finally 
be gotten rid of through the industry and clever 
thinking of the Third Little Pig. These are 
achievements that guarantee him a happy life from 
then on. One year a young class of 3-year-olds asked 
again and again to have this story told. They soon 
began to act it out, taking different parts while 
keeping the most salient features of out-witting and 
doing away with the wolf. The importance of this 
play continued for them throughout the year, 
affording all children the opportunity to be the 
successful Third Little Pig. Other stories that embody 
this theme for very young children include Mr. 
Gumpy’s Motor Car by Burningham (1976). The 
Runaway Bunny by Brown (1942), and Swimmy by 
Lionni (1963). For 4-and 5-year olds, the following 
books pick up the same theme in a more elaborate 
story: The Bremen Town Musicians by the Grimms 
(1954), Steig’s The Amazing Bone (1977) and 
Sylvester and the Magic Pebble (1969), and The Tale 
of Peter Rabbit by Potter (1902). 
 Keeping in mind that separation is a crucial 
issue that comes up periodically throughout the year, 
teachers can be receptive to what children and 
parents express about it and should know when and 
how to respond. A teacher can recognize and reassure 
an anxious child on a class trip that they will return to 
the center to meet his mother. A teacher can view a 
parent’s dilemma compassionately, understanding the 
wish to have a child ready and eager to go to school, 
not angry at them for sending him. A teacher can 



have the courage to stop a parent from sneaking out 
of the room when the child is not watching, knowing 
that separation cannot be solved by avoidance, but 
only by facing its painfulness and “playing out” and 
expressing the feelings involved. 
 A teacher sensitivity to and understanding of 
separation anxieties is the first step in helping 
children dear successfully with these feelings. 
Understanding the child’s need for sensory and 
concrete reassurance helps teachers respond in ways 
that extend the child’s safe environment from home 
into the classroom. Finally, recognizing that symbolic 
play is a primary way young children express their 
feelings guides teachers to facilitate this mode of 
expression, to understand what the child is saying, 
and to respond to it on a symbolic level that is 
immediately accessible to the child. If a child is able 
to express, accept, and respond to separation 
anxieties at an early age, there is good reason to 
expect that she or he will continue to deal 
successfully with them throughout life. 
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Calendar of Conferences 
 
Entries for January’s Calendar of Conferences must be 
submitted by October 15; for March’s by December 15; for 
May’s by February 15; for July’s by April 15; for September’s 
by June 15; Send announcements including telephone  number 
for the contact to NAEYC, 1834 Connecticut Ave., N.W., 
Washington DC 20009-5786 or call 202-232-8777 or 800-
424-2460. 
 
North Carolina Day Care Association Together for 
Children/Building Professionals HighPoint, NC  September 
15-17, 1989 Contact: Peggy Teague, P.O. Box 309, Janestown 

NC 27282. Henrietta H. Harris, 2715 Pinedale Rd., 
Greensboro, NC 27408 
 
Montessori teachers Association of Pennsylavania  Annual 
Early Childhood Conference: Philadelphia, PA  September 23, 
1989 Contact: Marie Conti, MTA-PA c/o The Bala House, 
P.O. Box 91, Bala Cynwyd, PA 19004. 215-664-6767. 
 
Aesthetic Realism Foundation Students Learn and Are 
Kinder:The Aesthetic Realism Teaching Method Succeeds! 
New York, NY   



September 28, 1989 Contact: Lois Mason, Aesthetic Realism 
Founation, 141 Greene St., New York, NY 10012. 212-777-
4490. 
 
National Black Child Development Institute Realizing the 
Dream: The Future of Black Children Washington,DC  
September 28-30, 1989 Contact: Vicki Pinkston, Conference 
Coordinator, NBCDI, 1463 Rhode Island Ave., N.W., 
Washington, DC 20005. 202-387-1281. 
 
North Carolina AEYC Celebrate! Our Profession Makes A 
Difference  Winston-Salem, N’C  September 28-30, 1989 
Contact: LaDonna Lawing, 335 Ridgeway Dr., Belmont, NC 
28012. 704-825-4320. 
 
Indiana AEYC today’s Children – Tomorrow’s Future  
Indianapolis, IN  September 29-30, 1989 Contact: susan 
Julian, 12029 Castle Overlook, Carmel,  IN 46032. 317-848-
4721 or Cal Olson, 317-873-4720 
 
National Collation for Parent Involvement in Education  
Focusing Education’s Future: Family-School-Community  
Charlotte, NC  October 1-3, 1989 Contact:NCPIE, Box 39, 
1201 16th St., N.W., Washington, DC 20036. 
 
Pennsylvania Association of Child Care Agencies Child 
Care: System in Transition  Pittsburgh, PA  October 4-6, 1989 
contact: Toni Hunter, 814-763-3900, or Polly Lipkind, 412-
363-3100. 

 
Parent Services Project Life Cycle of the Family  San Rafael, 
CA  October 6-7, 1989 Contact: Kathryn Burlew, Conference 
Coordinator, PSP/FSACC, 199 Porteous Ave., Fairfax, CA 
94930. 415-454-1811. 
 
Kent State University Facilitationg Literacy Learning In 
Young Children  Kent, OH  October 7, 1989 Contact: Beverly 
Bruneau, 401 White Hall, Kent State University, Kent, OH 
44240 
 
American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry  
36th Annual Meeting New York, NY  October 11-15,1989 
Contact: AACAP Annual Meeting, 3615 Wisconsin Ave., 
N.W.,Washington, DC 20016. 202-966-7300. 
 
American Child Care Foundation  Perspectives on School-
Aged Child Care 1989  McLean, VA  October 13-15, 1989 
Contact: The American hild Care Foundation, Inc., 7918 Jones 
Branch Dr., Suite 400, McLean, VA 22102. 703-442-7532. 
 
Please Touch Museum Children and Television: The Kid-Vid 
Movements – What Can A Parent and Teacher Do?  
Philadelphia, PA  October 14, 1989 Contact: Mary Ann 
Baron, Please Touch Museum, 210 N. 21st St., Philadelphia, 
PA 19103. 215-963-0667 
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