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	Separation smoothers to help you and your child.
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	"I have to go now, Sweetie," you whisper to your 3-year-old, who is happily rolling clay spaghetti at a table with other children at preschool. No sooner do these words leave your mouth than your youngster dissolves in tears, throws his little arms around your legs, and wails the gut-wrenching words, "Mommy, don't leave me!"

Panicked and overwhelmed by guilt, your mind starts racing: "Am I doing the right thing by leaving him? Will my child be OK without me?" Whether you are dropping your kid off at preschool, leaving for work in the morning, or simply trying to tuck your youngster into bed, separations can be excruciating when your child won't let you go. As a family therapist and a nursery school consultant, I often hear parents tell me that handling such scenarios is one of the hardest parts of being a mom or dad. As one father recently confided, "I feel as if I'm tiptoeing through an emotional minefield. I'm terrified to say 'I'm leaving,' because I know it will set my son off."

To make matters more difficult, parents are struggling with powerful emotions of their own. You may feel helpless, embarrassed, and scared to death that you are doing the wrong thing ("She needs me, but I need to go. Am I being selfish? Am I damaging my child?"). Fearful that you are somehow failing to raise a secure child, you may worry that she will never be able to separate. You may also get a little angry ("Why can't she be like the other children?"). When someone makes you feel guilty, it's only natural to feel resentful or to get mad at that person.

As troubled as you are about your child's reaction, you are often perplexed by it, too. As one mom in my separation-anxiety workshop described it: "After handing my screaming child over to the teacher, I sobbed all the way to the office. But when I got to work, I dialed the preschool and discovered that as soon as I had left, my son walked over to the easel and happily began painting. So why did he make such a fuss before I left?"

I reassured this mother, as I do all parents, that it's natural for children to feel sad and angry at such moments. These feelings are a part of the grieving process (they are, after all, losing you for a period of time). And by being angry, some youngsters find it easier to let go. Your children's reluctance to be apart from you also demonstrates that they love you and are bonded to you.

Degrees of Separation Anxiety
The reaction will vary from child to child, and some youngsters are more sensitive to separations than others, but all children experience a basic sense of loss. So parents, be prepared. Here are some age-by-age guides to what you can expect:

At 6 to 9 months your baby will discover her individuality and begin to realize that you are physically separate from her. This ability to differentiate herself from you also means that for the first time she will be anxious about not being near you. Whereas she would once easily let you go, now she will make a fuss when you put her in the arms of a caregiver. She's making it clear: She wants only you.

At 1 to 2 years your toddler may follow you from room to room or insist on coming with you to the bathroom. That's because she fears that when you are out of sight, she has lost you.

At 3 to 4 years your preschooler is better able to say good-bye, especially if he has experience being cared for by other adults. He has developed a mental image of you, which helps him feel connected to you in your absence. However, your child still worries about whether you will come back to him. His fear of losing you can cause him genuine panic. That's why two months into the school year, your child, who was never upset by separations before, may suddenly attach himself to your coattails. The honeymoon is over: He just realized that school is here to stay.

Learning to separate takes time. And on the road to acquiring this skill, your child's behavior will be erratic. (On Monday mornings, for instance, your youngster may need to adjust to going to school all over again.) In addition, any new separation (changing caregivers), emotional distance (you're preoccupied by a big project at work), or developmental milestone (your toddler is learning to use the toilet) may trigger feelings of separation anxiety. Achieving a milestone signals to your child that she is getting older and moving farther away from that special closeness she had with you.

But if you accept your child for who he is, move at his pace, and be patient, he will become more comfortable with his growing independence. If your youngster is particularly sensitive to separations, he may continue to have a strong reaction to them until he enters elementary school. But sometime between the ages of 6 and 10, when he is more focused on school and his friends, your child will be able to explore the world on his own with more ease.

Meanwhile, on Your Side...
While children are working through their feelings about separating, parents go through a parallel process. With every step forward your child takes, you feel a bittersweet sense of loss. In fact, it never fails to amaze me how early on this reaction takes place. New mothers who are weaning their infants from the breast will proclaim, "He no longer needs me!" Parents of preschoolers have the same feelings when their kids race onto the school bus, barely turning to wave good-bye.

A parent's emotional past can make the separation even harder. For example, if you experienced an early loss, such as your parents' divorce, or you were taught that setting out on your own was scary or forbidden, you conceivably still feel anxious about separations and may transfer this anxiety to your child. If you felt that you were smothered by your parents or that you were too dependent on them, you might become angry when your child gets clingy and even push her away. Or if one or both of your parents were physically or emotionally unavailable, you may feel the need to make up for it by being with your child as much as possible. Without realizing it, you may be sending your child the message, "You can't manage without me," or, "I can't manage without you."

Letting Go Is a Life Skill
By being mindful of where your emotions come from, you can stop yourself from subtly acting in ways that make it harder for your child to separate. Remember, to navigate life children need to learn to trust people outside the family and to practice their social skills. Here are ways you can help your child feel secure enough to separate:

Give lots of one-on-one time. Being loving and affectionate with your youngster is the best way to help her become independent. Ask about your child's day and give her undivided attention when she tells you a story. Turn the TV off and set aside a time each night for a family activity, such as playing a game or reading together. Feeling confident that she is loved gives your child a secure emotional base, and helps her to feel more comfortable leaving you for short periods.

Talk it up. In general, children do best when you talk about a major separation ahead of time and then remind them about it as the day nears. This will give your child a chance to prepare himself and give you the opportunity to help him work through his feelings. With children aged 3 to 4, a couple of weeks will do. With kids aged 5 and older, you can give more lead time. A shorter separation, such as a late night at the office, can be announced either the same morning or a day or two in advance. (Since children have such individual reactions, see which approach works best for your child.)

Explain why. At any age, kids need help in understanding the reason for a separation. Otherwise your child may conclude that you're leaving because she is bad and you don't want to be with her. Explanations like "I'm bringing you to preschool so you can have a good time and learn new things" or "I need to go to work because that makes me feel good and my paycheck also helps our family" are concepts that accentuate the positive. An upbeat tone will also convey confidence that your child will be fine while you are gone.

Preview the experience. A description of what will happen when you are apart will help your child feel more secure because he'll know what to expect. You might, for instance, call the preschool for details. Then you can say, "When we get to school, you can pick a toy to play with. Then you'll have circle time and the teacher will read a story."

You can also do things before the big day to help familiarize your child with his new surroundings. For example, say, "At school, you'll be able to play in a nice, big playground with swings and a slide. You'll make new friends." Then spend some time before school starts at the preschool playground. You might also ask the preschool director if there will be an orientation meeting and request a class list so you can arrange playdates with your child's future classmates. Likewise, if your family is relocating, take your child shopping for a comforter or a small item for his new room prior to the move. That way, your youngster will feel like he has some part in the event and a connection to the new house.

Share details about your day. Describing your own activities helps, too, because your child will be able to picture you in her mind ("While you're at preschool, I'm going to do the laundry so we'll all have clean clothes to wear tomorrow" or "When I start my new job, I'll be working in a tall building"). You can even go a step further by pointing out your new office building to your child or by visiting it, if possible, to give her a mental image of where you will be when you start working.

Play it out. Some kids find it comforting to use toys to act out a separation. For example, you can help your youngster set up a pretend school with her favorite dolls. Through expressive play your child can put her emotions into words ("Bunny feels sad because he misses Mommy") and gain mastery over her anxieties by making the Mommy doll disappear and return (just as you did in a game of peekaboo).

Always say good-bye. Sneaking out on your child is never a good idea. It's a violation of his trust, and he'll wonder if you'll disappear again. Making false promises ("I'll be back in a few minutes") when you intend to return later that day will have the same effect. (For words you can use instead, see "What to Say When Your Child Has Trouble Letting Go" below.)

Establish routines. These give children a feeling of control. You might have your child wave to you from the nursery school window each morning or be the first to offer a good-night kiss. Kids also feel better going to school with a familiar object from home, such as a blankie, or having an old pocketbook of yours to hold when you are going out for the evening. To help your child cope while you are at work, suggest that when she misses you, she can make a drawing for your office or ask the caregiver to help her call you.

What to Say When Your Child Has Trouble Letting Go
If your child...
Say...
Because...
Cries or has a tantrum when you leave him at day care
"I know it's hard for you to say good-bye. But you'll have a good time and manage just fine. I'll be back right after nap time." Then leave.
These words reassure him and let him know that it's all right to feel mad or sad. Keeping your good-byes short and sweet also sends the message that your child is in good hands.
Becomes clingy after a long break from school
"We've been together a lot and it makes it tough to be apart now. But I bet Samantha will be waiting to play with you."
Your child needs to know that you understand what she's going through. By reminding her of the positive aspects, you help her to move on.
Tells you over the phone, "Mommy, come home now!"
"I miss you, too, and I wish I could. But I have to finish my work."
Expressing your own feelings (in a matter-of-fact way, without overwhelming your child) lets him know that you care.
Refuses to sleep over at Grandma's house
"Try to go for a few hours. If you miss us too much, I'll come back to pick you up."
Children handle separations better when they feel they have some control. Taking small steps helps teach them to meet a challenge gradually.

Guilt Busters for Anxious Parents
Parents need time apart from their children to reconnect with their partners and nurture themselves by pursuing personal interests and goals. Here is how you can make the transition easier for you:

Be realistic. Your youngster doesn't need you to stay by his side 24 hours a day to feel loved. If you're in tune with him emotionally and developmentally and you give him lots of affection and attention, he won't be deprived.

Connect with other parents. It helps to know that other moms and dads struggle with the same conflicted feelings. And parents you know and admire will attest to the fact that working at a fulfilling career, taking time out to exercise, or joining a book group refuels them and gives them more energy for their children.

Talk to the teacher. She can give you the inside scoop on how your child is progressing, which in turn will help you feel stronger about the separation.

Think back to your childhood. Ask yourself, "Am I having a hard time letting go because of what I experienced as a child?" Recognizing that your youngster is a separate person, with her own emotional experiences, can help you focus on her needs.

Tune in to your feelings. Still worried? Cloudy feelings can be a signal that you need to reexamine the situation and find a solution. Instead of just feeling guilty about missing your child's school play because of a work commitment, come up with a plan. Find out if the teacher videotaped the performance and schedule an evening when you can make some popcorn, curl up on the sofa with your child, and watch the show. If you sense that he is more distressed or clingy than usual, ask, "Did someone say or do something that made you unhappy?" or question his teacher or caregiver. You may find an underlying cause that you can do something about, such as role-playing with your child the different things he can say and do if a classmate won't take turns during a game.

There's no getting around it: Separations between parent and child can be trying, even painful, for both sides. But if you follow these strategies and have patience, the day will come when the tears and tantrums vanish and your 3-year-old (who just a short time ago clung to your legs and sobbed, "Mommy, don't leave me!") will be so busy playing with his friends that he barely looks up as you are leaving. When that happens, keep in mind that you are not losing him. Your child may be growing up, but he will love you and be connected to you forever.

5 Separation Smoothers for Anxious Kids
Scenario
Strategy
Why It Helps
1
Your child wants you to sit next to her while she plays or falls asleep.
Build up your child's tolerance for short separations by excusing yourself for a few moments. Tell her, "I have to go to the kitchen for a few minutes. I'll be right back." (And make sure to return shortly.)
Your child will see that she doesn't need you every moment.
2
Your child won't let anyone else take care of him.
As a first step, have the caregiver or your child's grandparents join you in the house or at the park. Then have them interact with your child while you stay in the background.
Your youngster will realize that he can trust other people besides his parents, and you can get a break.
3
Your child is afraid to leave your side at the park.
Remind your youngster that she can ask another child, "Can I play with you?" (A bottle of bubbles will also help distract her and works as a great icebreaker with the other kids.)
You are teaching your child social skills and helping her feel confident to be on her own.
4
Your child seems eager for karate class—until it's time to go.
Reassure your child that he will have a good time, remind him why he wanted to enroll in the first place, and offer to stay for the first 15 minutes.
Your presence can give your child the security to try something new. When he feels comfortable, he will let you go.
5
Your child insists on coming home in the middle of a playdate.
Over the phone, try to help your child work through her discomfort. If you can't change her mind, agree to pick her up and offer encouraging comments ("It sounds like you've had enough for today. But maybe another day you'll want to stay longer").
Your child will try again because she knows she can count on you to support her.
Meri Wallace, a child and family therapist, is the author of Birth Order Blues (Henry Holt) and the founder of the Heights Center for Adult and Child Development in Brooklyn.
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