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Erin: Hello and welcome to the Your Village podcast, Parenting Beyond Discipline, the 
place to learn about ALL things parenting and get your questions answered. I’m your 
host, Erin Royer. 

Today I’m going to get the question I planned to answer last week about a toddler who 
is going through some tough times with being afraid of the dark. Then, back to school 
will be here before we know it! I’m already getting emails from the school about back 
to school night so I’m going to cover some back to school tips  for getting the school 
year off smoother and more organized.  This will include tips for those who have kids 
starting preschool as well. That’s a big transition for many kids so I want to be sure to 
cover some ways to help your little ones be as ready for that as possible and cut down 
on the separation anxiety. 

First is our question from Ruben, who says, “Hello Erin let me first say thank you for all 
that you do. I’ve been listening  to your podcast because of my wife. She has also turn 
me to your website. So here it goes. My 3 yr old is all of a sudden afraid of the dark to 
the point that he has stopped taking his naps in the afternoon. Which in turn he has 
started to give us a hard time at night . Which in turn also drives me crazy and at times 
I lose my control and react badly. My question is how can I help him over come his fear 
of the dark and how can I control my react after many times of trying to work it out by 
walking him back to his room. I’ve started to read Jean Nelsen book positive discipline. 
I wish I would have found it sooner. Well I look forward to your help with this matter.” 

I love that you are reading Jean Nelson’s book! My discipline classes are based a lot 
around her work along with a few other areas of research and resources but I follow her 
philosophy very closely as well. She is amazing! 

First I’ll cover the development of fears because it is a very normal stage starting 
around late 2 or early 3 and can last into early elementary.  During this time children’s 
awareness of the world and their imaginations are growing faster than their ability to 
use logic and reason. Being afraid of the dark is a very common fear that develops 
during these early preschool years. Some other fears can include: strangers, dogs, 
thunder or other loud noises. Anyone potty training who has come up against the loud 
flushing public toilets and/or hand dryers, can attest to this! While fears are normal, it’s 
the level of the fear that can be disruptive. 



When you realize there is a fear, encourage your child to talk about it. Practice listening 
to all they say, validating that they have concerns, labeling and helping them to express 
their emotions. It can also go a long way to offer reassurance that they are safe. 

So in your case Ruben, the first thing to do is have a gentle conversation about how 
her room is a safe place. Have this conversation during daylight hours, whatever works 
for you, morning, or afternoon but definitely not right before bedtime. Otherwise it’s a 
reminder and much more likely to develop into a struggle. Do this several times in the 
next few days. Share how safe your house, neighborhood and how safe and cozy his 
room is. 

Next encourage and work with him to find solutions that will help him feel more safe in 
his room. Talk about which ideas are helpful and possible. Some ideas include a pre-
bedtime room check, snuggling with a special lovey, leaving more light on in the room, 
like with a lamp or by using a dimmer on the overhead light. We installed dimmers on 
all the kids lights for this reason. This way they could have some control over the level 
of light in their room that helped them feel safe. If you, as the parent are part of the 
solution, (such as the pre-bedtime room check) be sure you are doing things with your 
child rather than for your child. So you both walk around the room, and look in the 
closet, rearrange anything that might look suspicious in dimmer light. You both look 
under the bed together, etc. The goal is to help your child learn to face and conquer 
their fears. It is working to change their thinking from “this is scary,” to, “I can handle 
this.” It helps them to build confidence to move through the scary feelings to get to 
feelings of contentment and safety, rather than the child avoiding the process while the 
parent takes care of it. If he is feeling overly-tentative, as in pushing back, about 
checking his closet, don’t push. But provide time, space and reassurance to help him 
face it as he feels comfortable and ready to do so. 

You can also offer to check on him “more often” if he is laying down and quiet in his 
bed, then set a time to go check on him every 5 minutes for the first 15 minutes then 
slowly spread it out. As he get’s more comfortable each night you can make the 
intervals longer, 7 minutes apart, 10 minutes apart, etc. You also can spend more time 
playing and reading in his room during the day to create the energy and memory of 
feeling safe and cared for in his room. 

You can read books about anxiety/worry. Here are a few good ones to check out: 
Wemberly Worried, Wilma Jean the Worry Machine and Sometimes I Worry Too Much 
but Now I Know How to Stop. 



Lastly, one big don’t and that is don’t check the room for monsters or use a “monster 
spray” This just reiterates that there may actually be monsters or ghosts or whatever 
their imagination has conjured up. Our job is to comfort, support and remind our kids 
of the reality rather than trying to trick them to just go to bed as quickly and easily as 
possible. 

I know bedtimes are particularly hard for a lot of us parents. We are pretty tired at that 
point and are just ready to have our kids in bed already! But as far as the remaining 
calm piece, hopefully understanding how his fears are very normal in this age range 
and why will help you to feel more connected with his feelings and less annoyed. Also 
knowing that what will help him most is feeling heard and understood and taken care 
of, will also probably already help you to be more patient with him. But one thing I like 
to keep in mind during these times, is that in many of these instances, kids aren’t doing 
this on purpose. He’s not doing this to get your goat or stay up longer, he is 
legitimately scared and just needs some guidance and solutions that he and you can 
work on together that will get him from a place of fear to a place of comfort. 

Now let’s talk back to school including preschool! For those with kids in grade school, 
there’s always a back to school supply list! Get that done as early as possible! Our 
school has started sending it home at the end of the previous school year. Here’s a tip 
for those whose schools do this like ours does and yes, it’s a tad late for this year but 
something to keep in mind for subsequent years and that is, remember where you 
place the list! Last year or was it the year before, anyway, I misplaced ours and had to 
wait until back to school night to get a copy and then I was scrambling! Then, get the 
shopping done as early as possible. Those aisles at your local department and office 
supply stores get ransacked! they run out of stuff, or the variety gets picked over and 
you end up running to 2 or 3 different stores just to get everything you need, so do 
yourselves a favor and get this done as early as possible! Reuse stuff when you can. 
Most stuff you can’t like erasers, glue sticks or crayons. But scissors and pencil boxes, 
you definitely can. I actually think it pays to get a nicer pencil box because they not 
only hold more supplies, they last through the entire school year. And actually they 
hold up so well your kids can use them year after year. 

Know the schedule! Check the back to school schedule. I know this sounds silly and 
maybe other parents are way better at this than I am, but I’m the mom who’s always 
surprised about by the days off. They seem to sneak up on me. This year I thought our 
kids started on a Monday like they have every year so far. But NOOOO! This year they 
start back on a Thursday. As it is, it’s a week later than they used to. So I got that down, 
but now it’s a week and half later, almost 2 weeks. So be sure to check the schedule 
and know what day they start back and be cognizant of any minimum or days off in 



those first weeks so you aren’t caught off guard like I always used to be. As a matter of 
fact, I’m going to take the entire yearly school calendar and enter such days in my 
calendar on my computer (which synchs with my table and my phone) so that I can see 
them coming up and plan accordingly! 

Know the dress code so you aren’t surprised and your child isn’t getting reprimanded 
for open toed shoes or other clothing that your school district deems inappropriate. I 
could get on a soap box about that but I won’t! So far our schools have been decent 
about dress codes and I understand most of their rules so we follow them without 
making a stink. If you can, make sure you have at least 2-3 pairs of shoes for each kid 
that fit the dress code. This way when you are scrambling on that morning where 
someone woke up late or you burn the breakfast and have to start over and are 
pressed for time, you aren’t late because you were for looking for a missing shoe that 
goes with the only pair of shoes that your child can wear to school. My husband 
actually had to run to the department store one morning before school last year 
because one kid couldn’t find a shoe so  the offending child was late to school and it 
made my husband later getting into work. Not fun! 

If your kids have been staying up later during summer, start getting them switched 
back to school bedtimes and wakeup times a couple weeks before school starts. You 
want to do this in 15 minute increments every few days. So move bedtime 15 minutes 
earlier and wakeup 15 minutes earlier for 2-3 days. Do this until you get back to the 
school year times. So if kids are going to bed an hour after school bedtime and waking 
up an hour after they will need to be up for school, this will be 4 incremental changes 
of 2-3 days each. So that will take 8-12 days to get switched back. 

Set your morning schedule and priorities. What do you want your child to be 
responsible for? List it out and have several discussions about it leading up to school. 
So for instance, I expect my 9 year old to pack his own homework in his bag the night 
before. I expect him to get himself dressed, get his own breakfast and pack his lunch 
and water bottle in his bag. Plus he has a morning chore. This is all his responsibility to 
get done before school and without reminders. At 10 I will expect him to pack his own 
lunch the night before. So he has one more school year of us packing his lunches! After 
this year, that is all his too! 

What if you have a preschooler? Actually, I also want to point out that some of these 
(minus the lovey suggestion) can be very good for grade school kids who struggle with 
separation anxiety. Some kids can struggle with this up through the beginning of 
second grade. While yours may be one of the only 1st or second graders struggling, 



know that it ins’t out of the realm of normal development. Be patient and kind but firm 
with your child who is struggling with separating from you.  

So What should you think about or know about getting started in preschool?  Allow 
your child to take a lovey or favorite toy. An appropriately developmental preschool 
should allow a child to bring a lovey or favorite toy as their transitional object. This 
means an object from home that reminds of home, the safety, security and love that 
comes to school with them and they can use for comfort when needed. They should 
not be expected to share this one special toy. Some schools have rules about when 
these toys can come out but they should be allowed in school and should be allowed 
to be snuggled or touched when your child needs within reason. 

Also if you have a child who particularly shy or what we call “slow to warm” you’ll want 
to consider following some of these guidelines to cut down on separation anxiety as 
your child gets started in preschool: 

Have as calm and relaxing morning as possible. Pack everything you can the night 
before. Pull clothes out. Have a relaxed breakfast. Schedule plenty of time for hiccups. 

If your child is dealing with some anxiety, use empathy but in a matter-of-fact way. This 
means using empathy language while continuing to move toward the goal. Say 
something like, “I know you would rather stay home today.” But say this as you are 
putting on shoes, walking her into the school from the parking lot, or whatever stage 
you ar in the process. Just keep moving forward as you are validating her feelings. The 
message you want to send is, you know this is scary but that it’s important to keep 
moving forward. 

This is a BIG one be one of the first kids in class. If your anxious child can be in class 
first or one of 2-3 kids and have a chance to warm up to the environment and the 
teacher before the class is full of 15 preschoolers, rather than walking into a room full of 
noisy preschoolers and parents who are all strangers, this will go a long way in getting 
your child acclimated easier. 

Create a goodbye ritual 
- Keep it short.  
- Do it and then leave. You want to send the message that goodbye is OK and I’m 
leaving you in a safe place. If you aren’t sure it’s safe, then don’t leave your child there. 
If you stay then it builds more angst because child learns that their reaction keeps you 
longer.  



The goal is for the child to move away from the parent, not parent from child. this is not 
always possible, especially in the beginning. But this is what we work towards.  

Whatever you do, do NOT sneak out! This will add to the anxiety the next time. It 
works completely against what you are trying to accomplish, which is your child 
learning how to cope with being left. This will only happen with trust. Sneaking out will 
break down trust. Therefore it affects the relationship on every level, not just when it 
comes to separation. So yeah, don’t do this! 

Also don’t push your child to join others. This will also only backfire. The goal is to 
support autonomy without forcing. I’m sure you’ve learned that you can’t force your 
child to think or feel anything they don’t or aren’t ready for.  Playing with others, is no 
different. Everyone is different and most kids are not comfortable doing this and that’s 
OK.  

If your child is very young or particularly struggles with this, there is a class on 
separation anxiety on the website at YourVillageOnline.com under the Health and 
Development section. It covers a lot more information, including some great 
background about separation anxiety, what it is and why it happens during they ages of 
around 9 months up through 7 for some kids and lots of addition tips on dealing with it 
including starting weeks before the child even starts at the school and ways to work 
with the teacher and the school to make the transition much smoother for everyone. 

As a reminder the summer promo code is still available through the month of July 
which offers 15% off of any class or membership and continues as long as your 
membership is active. The code is SUMMER18. When you checkout, simply enter it at 
the bottom of the checkout page! You can see all the classes and signup at 
YourVillageOnline.com and remember to use the code SUMMER18 when you 
checkout. 

If you have a parenting question you’d like answered, you can send an email to 
Podcast@YourVillageOnline.com. 

Thanks for listening and see you next time!


