
Tips For a Smooth Start

Separation issues are a normal part of early childhood development, and one in which we have had many 
years of experience. Developing coping skills is one of the essential tasks of early childhood. Nursery 
School (no matter what your child’s age) provides a wonderful opportunity for children to begin to master 
these skills, including separating from caregivers, managing transitions, and developing self-help skills. 
These skills enable children to feel comfortable and confident in themselves. 

Here are some tips for a smooth transition.

• Express confidence to your child that they will enjoy the school day without you and will have 
 a smooth transition. Saying positive things like: “There will be lots of wonderful toys in the room 
 for you”, “There will be other boys and girls to play with”, “The teachers are excited to see you”,  
 supports children’s understanding of school as a place to have fun. 

• Always leave promptly after saying goodbye to your child. Make sure that before leaving, you say  
 goodbye to your child, and that you let him or her know that you will be back soon. Children can’t  
 begin to adjust to you not being there until you say goodbye. The teachers are there to help your child  
 handle his or her feelings. You can call the office as often as you wish to see how your child’s day 
 is going. Once you have said goodbye, please do not re-enter the classroom or remain in the doorway,  
 as this is very upsetting to children. 

• Sometimes we hear parents say in front of the child, “She will never be able to stay without me”, 
 “I’ll know he’ll cry when I leave”. These ideas can be self-fulfilling prophecies and can undermine  
 children’s belief in their ability to handle this transition. Instead, say, “I can’t wait to hear about all 
 the fun things you will do at school”, “I will be back later to pick you up and I’ll be so glad to see you”.

• Telling your child that you’ll miss him or her, and that you’ll be sad without them, is not comforting 
 to children and doesn’t support your child in separating from you. In fact, our experience tells us that  
 saying these kinds of things can be counter-productive and can make children feel responsible 
 for your emotions. 

• If your child is upset when you leave, it’s important that you remain calm, encouraging and positive.  
 You may be feeling upset yourself, but you need to let your child know by your words, tone and body  
 language that they’ll be safe and have fun in this new setting. 

• Remember that the teachers have many years of experience with helping children settle in to school.  
 September, and sometimes part of October, is all about separating, learning the school routine, and  
 getting to know the children and teachers. 

• Remember that young children are different from adults; contrary to popular belief, they do not  
 benefit from lengthy preparation for new events, since they are such concrete thinkers, and do not  
 have a well-developed sense of time. Do not let your child be overwhelmed with talk about starting  
 Nursery School, either by you, or from relatives or friends. 

We find that parents often have more anxiety about separation than their children; if you approach 
nursery school enthusiastically and happily, your child will too! 
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Tips For a Smooth Start (p.3 continued)

It’s very likely there could be more crying, more clinging, more wanting to stick close to parents, 
and maybe some baby talk. There could be trouble separating at bedtime, and with getting to sleep. 
One of the things kids are working on at that age is learning to control their feelings, which in a way, 
we work on our whole lives. You can expect more crying, more temper tantrums, more irritability, 
and more impulsiveness.

How do you know whether regression is a sign of something other than a touchpoint, in this case the 
transition to preschool? When do these behaviors signal something more serious?
Certainly the regression should not last more than a couple of weeks, at the most. And it shouldn’t 
be pervasive throughout the day, for days and days. So although new preschoolers may be talking some 
baby talk, or they may wet the bed or have more trouble separating to go to sleep, you shouldn’t see less 
of other normal functioning at other times of the day. And they shouldn’t lose interest in playing, 
for example, or having playdates with other kids.

How can parents assess whether the preschool they’ve chosen is working for their child?
The first thing is to gauge whether the teachers understand that they’re not just there to support the child, 
but also the parent. Do they let parents stay in the classroom for the first several days, to help the child 
make the adjustment? How forthcoming are they about reporting both the ups and downs of the day? 
Again, you would expect a child to resist going for the first several days, maybe for the first week or two. 
And you might also expect him to have a temper tantrum at the end of the day when he sees you. 
But what’s really helpful is to sneak in and spot your child before she spots you. See what she’s doing. 
If she’s on the teacher’s lap reading a story, or conversing and playing interactively with another child, 
or busily playing with something side by side with a child who’s playing with something else — those are 
all good signs. If she is wandering around aimlessly or sitting in a corner looking sad and not being 
attended to, those are obviously not good signs.

Some children have emotional outbursts when their parents pick them up from preschool. Are these 
a cause for concern?
When your child has a temper tantrum, that does not mean that he is not doing well. It tells you that 
he really missed you and can finally let go and be flooded by the feelings he was trying to fight back all day 
long. The fact that he misses you doesn’t mean preschool is not going to work for him. You can reassure 
your child and say, “I missed you too, and I’m eager to see you because we love each other and we have 
fun together.”

Once regressive behaviors — like trouble separating — subside and the child appears to have success-
fully made the transition to preschool, can parents expect those behaviors to occasionally return?
Yes. For example, if you go away on a vacation or the preschool closes for a break, your child may experi-
ence another, shorter adjustment period. If a teacher or someone the child is close to leaves the school, 
you may see these behaviors again. Then there are other things of course that can cause these regressive 
behaviors, like developmental touchpoints, or the birth of a new sibling, or a stressful time in the parent’s 
life. When you think about it, we all regress throughout our entire lives, whenever we do something new 
and challenging like move, or switch jobs, or get married. There will be things the child is working on, too.
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