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SEPARATION ANXIETY, WHAT CAN YOU DO?
Like me you probably put a lot of thought and effort 
into helping your child adjust to school at the begin-
ning of the school year.  No matter if it’s their first time 
or 1st grade things can be stressful.  Especially this 
year with the uncertainty with Covid-19 and all the 
potential and current changes to schools.  Maybe 
you’ve been looking forward to your new freedom 
even if just for a few hours. But if you’re like most 
parents, you’ve found yourself wiping away a tear or 
two as well. So for a little help managing your own 
separation anxiety, here are some steps Dr. Laura 
Markham recommends to help you get through!

1. Develop goodbye rituals. They help your child 
know what to expect, so she feels more confident. 
And they comfort you, as well as your child. Do the 
same thing, in the same order, every day. So maybe a 
hug and a rhyme: "I love you, you love me, have the 
most fun ever and I'll pick you up at three!" and you 
wave as you leave.

2. Honor your feelings. Your job as a mom 
is to be there for your child and protect him. You work 
hard to have a close relationship with him. Of course 
you feel sad when you separate, and a bit worried 
about whether he will be ok. Don't be embarrassed. 
Nature designed you that way!

3. Manage your own feelings privately...So that 
you can reassure your child that there’s nothing to be 
upset about. Kids pick up our cues. You can’t expect 
your child to look forward to playing with the other 
kids in preschool if you have tears in your eyes as you 
say goodbye. If separating from your child triggers 
your own issues, use the opportunity to work them 
through with a counselor.

4. Help your child make a smooth adjustment. 
Any parent gets upset when her kid wails and clutches 
at her. But remember that most kids have some sepa-
ration anxiety they have to work through, and don’t 
over-react. It makes things harder for your child, and 
for you. Don't tell your child you'll be in the parking lot 
in case he needs you -- that just makes it hard for him 
to settle into the classroom. Instead, say that you will 
be back to pick him up at a given time. 

5. Have faith in your child, and in nature. Nature 
designed kids to hang onto their parents for protec-
tion, but to start exploring once they feel safe. Worry-
ing about leaving your child at school is a way of 
saying you don’t believe he can cope. As long as you 
have confidence in the caregiver – and why would you 
leave him with a caregiver in whom you don’t have 
confidence? -- then you can have faith in your child’s 
inner strength to rise to the occasion and grow.

6. Get to know the caregiver or teacher. Natu-
rally it’s hard to relax if you don’t really know the 
person with whom you’re leaving your child. Before 
you enrolled your child, hopefully you had a discussion 
with the caregiver about how they handle a child's 
separation sadness. (An experienced teacher knows 
that many children will naturally feel sad at saying 
goodbye, and those children need comfort. Once they 
bond with the teacher, they will feel much more com-
fortable letting go of parents.) Stay in touch with the 
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teacher by engaging in brief chats as you pick your 
child up, sending notes of appreciation, email, and 
letting her know about anything big that’s going on in 
your child’s life.

7. Make sure you’re a few minutes early to pick 
your child up at school. Not seeing you immediately 
will exacerbate any anxieties your child has and may 
panic her altogether, which will set back your own 
adjustment. If your child cries when you pick her up, 
don’t worry. You’re seeing the stress of her having to 
keep it together all day. Your return signals that it’s safe 
to be her baby-self again. (We all have baby-selves, but 
as we get older our executive selves assume control in 
the outside world.)

8. Reinforce the bond. Make sure you spend special 
time every day after school with your child so she knows 
she still matters to you. Take every opportunity to con-
nect physically; she’s spent the day being as grown-up 
as she can, and needs the reassurance of snuggle time 
with a parent. Be sure you do some physical rough-
housing to get your child laughing every afternoon; it 
helps both of you work through the tension of the sepa-
ration.

9. If your child is having trouble adjusting, 
intervene. You’re not likely to feel happy saying good-
bye to your child if he seems to be dreading school. 
First, talk to the teacher or caregiver. See if she can give 
him a special job when he arrives. Suggest that he 
needs to bond with her more, and ask if there are ways 
she can make that happen. If the problem drags on and 
you don’t have confidence in the caregiver, consider 
other options.

10. Get organized at night for the next morning 
and get enough sleep. If you’re grumpy or rushing, 
you’ll be impatient with your kids. It’s hard for all of you 
to feel good about saying goodbye and heading off 
into the day from a mood of emotional upheaval. On 
the days when you're stressed and "can't be late" to 
make your big presentation, you can count on your 
child picking up your stress and clinging. So on those 
days, get up earlier yourself so you can be ready early, 
which will help you stay relaxed as you get your child 
out of the house. 

11. Make a list of things you can’t wait to do. 
Make a list of things you can’t wait to do with any extra 
time you’ll have, like catching up at work, meditating, 

working out more or finally tackling that big project 
you've been putting off. Make sure you give yourself 
at least one act of true self-nurturing every day, wheth-
er that’s a long bath, lunch with a friend, or reading a 
novel before bed.

12. Get a life. Most parents realize that we need 
other things we’re passionate about besides our 
children, so we aren't living through them. That's not 
good for the kids, or for us. But I would take this a step 
further and say that our most important responsibility 
as parents is to maintain a sense of well-being, so that 
we can be emotionally generous with our children. 
Being a parent is the second most important job you 
will ever have (even if someday you are the President 
of the United States) because you are responsible for 
nurturing a human being, whose very brain is taking 
shape in response to your interactions.

So what’s the most important job? Nurturing yourself, 
because growing up is never finished, and sooner or 
later we all have to pick up where our parents left off. 
Sure, others can help, but you’re the only one who has 
the job of making sure you're well taken care of. How 
else will you keep growing and be the parent you want 
to be? If separating from your child gives you a little 
more time to put yourself back at the center of your 
life, that's a rare opportunity. Why not take this chance 
to become more loving and nurturing with yourself!
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MEET CENTENNIAL’S EARLY CHILDHOOD CONSULTATION TEAM

Amy Nation, MA,
IMH-E® Infant 

Family Specialist

Early Childhood
Mental Health Specialist

821 E Railroad Ave
Fort Morgan, CO 80701

Phone (970) 867-4924 Ext.2231
Cell (970) 571-2174

amyn@centennialmhc.org

Ages 0-5
Covers the following

counties:
Logan, Morgan

Erin Pounds, MS,
IMH-E® Infant 

Family Specialist
Early Childhood

Mental Health Specialist
821 E Railroad Ave

Fort Morgan, CO 80701
Phone (970) 867-4924 Ext.1152

Cell (970) 520-3320
erinp@centennialmhc.org

Ages 0-8
Covers the following

counties:
Morgan, Washington

& Yuma

Cheryl Bills, BSSW, MS
Early Childhood

Mental Health Specialist
211 W Main St

Sterling, CO 80751
Phone (970) 522-4549 Ext.291

Cell (970) 762-8044
cherylbi@centennialmhc.org

Ages 0-5
Covers the following counties:

Logan, Phillips, Sedgwick

Contact your local Centennial Mental Health Center for assistance with any Early Childhood need.
www.centennialmhc.org

Centennial is an equal opportunity provider and employer
Centennial Mental Health Center es un proveedor y una empresa de igualdad de oportunidades

Danielle Storevik, MA
Early Childhood

Mental Health Specialist
650 E Walnut

Elizabeth, CO 80107
Phone (303) 646-4519

Cell (970) 571-4224
danielles@centennialmhc.org

Ages 0-8
Covers the following counties:
Cheyenne, Elbert, Kit Carson,

Lincoln & Yuma

For additional support during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic you 

can call Centennial’s
Community

Support Line

You can do this by calling your 
nearest Centennial office:

Akron - 970.345.2254

Burlington - 719.346.8183

Cheyenne Wells - 719.346.8183 

Elizabeth - 303.646.4519

Fort Morgan - 970.867.4924

Holyoke - 970.854.2114

Julesburg - 970.474.3769

Limon - 719.775.2313 

Sterling - 970.522.4392

Wray - 970.332.3133

Yuma - 970.848.5412

Launching Zoom Secure Telehealth Services!
Our ECMH team is excited to announce that consultation services are now 
available using Zoom Secure Telehealth Services. These services are available 
to client families, schools, childcare centers and community partners with 
group and individual meetings available. All services will be provided using this 
private, secure video platform, and can be accessed using most electronic 
devices. For more information or to set up a consultation appointment, please 
contact our ECMH team or your local Centennial Mental Health Center office.


