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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. 

I’m back to answering questions, the first about some separation anxiety issues in a 4 
year old and another about middle of the night wakeups. 

Sally says, “Hi, I absolutely LOVE your podcast - it has helped me so much! I'm 
wondering if you have any tips on how to help a child who struggles with separation 
anxiety. My son is 4, and has been in Kindy for 3 terms. For Terms 1-2, he was pretty 
happy going off to Kindy, and didn't seem to concerned about leaving me. Now, we've 
reach the second half of the year, he gets super clingy and makes a big fuss when it 
comes to going to school. His teachers assure me that once he is settled in, he is fine 
for the day. He has lots of friends and seems happy enough. It's just the initial part of 
the morning when I first leave. Do you have any ideas on what I can do to help him 
transition into the school day smoother? And is there any insight that you could 
possibly give as to why he suddenly seems to have this separation anxiety? I can't think 
of any major changes or events either at home or school that has triggered this change 
in behavior. Thanks so much, and keep up all the great work you are doing.” 

It is also common for some children to experience separation anxiety intermittently up 
through age 7. 

Some common scenarios when separation anxiety occurs include: 

- The first few days of school or camp 
- After a break from school. This can happen when your child had a nice break and 
doesn’t want to go back. This doesn’t mean don’t plan a great break, although it might 
make things easier sometimes! 

A couple of weeks after starting school. Some kids may be fine at first and then it will 
kick in. These kids start feeling like, “at first this was fun but now that this is my new 
routine and I’m not so sure I’m on board with this!” Why does it happen? 

In young children, unwillingness to leave a parent or a caregiver is a sign that 
attachments have developed.  

 



Attachment is a deep and enduring emotional bond that connects one person to 
another across time and space. 

Lastly, infants and toddlers in this age range struggle to balance their desire for 
autonomy with their need for security that a responsive caregiver provides. 

Now I will discuss why it is good for your child to experience separation anxiety 
   
Your child gets practice at dealing with anxiety and stress.  
Your child needs to learn how to experience anxiety and conquer it 
It is the beginning of building a very important life skill known as coping skills. It builds 
the character trait known as “resilience” which is also a piece of self-esteem 
These are all important because you want your child to learn how to bounce back from 
setbacks and disappointments  

Here are some factors that can affect the degree of separation anxiety  

As I’ve already touched on, a secure attachment increases the likelihood the child will 
experience some level of separation anxiety. Obviously, this attachment is a good 
thing!  

Life stressors can increase it, even unrelated events such as a grandparent passing 
away, moving, divorce, etc. when a child is stressed, just like adults, she tends to have a 
lower tolerance for other stressors.  

The parent’s reaction can strongly shape a child’s perspective. If a parent gets nervous 
or reacts strongly to their child’s distress it can make it worse. Keeping a positive 
upbeat attitude is crucial. 

Children with certain traits of temperament are more prone to experiencing separation 
anxiety. Children who have one or more of the following traits: sensitive, intense, 
realistic and slow to warm - Will likely experience separation anxiety more frequently 
than those children who do not exhibit these traits. As they grow they will develop 
more coping skills and things will go smoother. You can learn more about this by 
watching our workshop on temperament. 

We have 3 children so we have experienced the moderate spectrum of separation 
anxiety. We have 2 children who I would classify as fairly average in their expression of 
anxiety upon being left, with struggling at drop-offs, especially in new situations. Our 

 



daughter would go through stages of being fine and then struggling for a few days 
even at her school where she had been going for months. 

When we come back from our break I will cover the normal stages of separation anxiety 
as well as a few dos and don’ts when it comes to supporting your child through the 
drop-off transition. 

The 4 stages to separation anxiety. Some of these may sound scary but they are all 
normal stages.  Kids pass through each stage quite quickly. 
The first stage is the protest stage. 
- This is where the child will scream, cry, and grab your leg  
- It is a healthy response and a coping mechanism, because it works to keep caregiver 
present for longer. 
The second stage is Despair. 
- Happens right after parent leaves. 
- The child may drop to floor and sob for a few minutes 
The third stage is Adjustment 
- In this stage, the child finds a way to calm himself by engaging with the teacher or 
finding a friend to play with 
The last stage is Emotional Detachment.  
- This just means they change focus from the despair of missing the caregiver onto 
connecting with the teacher, a friend or an activity 

- 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. 

 



Jessica has a question about getting her baby to sleep through the night. Hi Erin, I love 
your podcasts! I had a question for you on my infant daughter Rose who is 8 months 
old going on 9 months. She has a very erratic sleep schedule and is not consistently 
sleeping through the night yet. She is usually up once or twice in the night (around 
midnight/1AM) and then again around 4/5AM). When she wakes up, it is usually our 
go-to to give her a bottle (even though I know she doesn't need it) and she falls back 
asleep right away within 10 minutes or so. However, there have been a handful of times 
where she has slept all the through the night so I know that it is possible for her! I've 
read some about sleep training and letting babies cry in their cribs until they learn to 
sleep on their own through the night. However, I am worried about damaging our 
relationship by doing this. Are there any tips you can give? I was also wondering which 
class would suit us better to deal with the problem, the infant sleep class or the toddler 
sleep class? Any help or suggestions would be appreciated. 

Jessica, my first question is, how is she falling asleep at bedtime? Is she falling asleep 
with a bottle or while breastfeeding? or is she falling asleep on her own? We all have 
sleep associations. This is what we associate with falling asleep. What we want is for 
our babies and kids to associate sleep with something that they don’t rely on us for. 
Their pajamas, their crib or bed. If she’s falling asleep with a bottle or a breast then 
she’s associating sucking with falling asleep and so when she wakes up in the middle of 
the night, she needs that sucking to fall back to sleep. So if this is the case, you will 
need to move her feeding earlier in the routine, actually first thing would be best. So 
bottle, change, sing songs or read and then put her down to bed. Once she gets good 
at this, it should eliminate the middle of the night wakeups. Give it two weeks. If you fix 
this and she’s still waking up then you would do what I cover next to work on 
eliminating the middle of the night wakeups. 

If she is falling asleep on her own at bedtime and still waking up in the middle of the 
night then middle of the night training would be in order to get her sleeping through 
the night. Because you are right, she does not need to eat. Most babies, especially 
ones who were not premature or have other health issues are ready to sleep through 
the night by 4 months old, as far as their ability to go all night without needing any 
food. But there are options besides just leaving her alone to cry. 

Before I get into some options, I just want to share two things, first studies show that 
sleep training and I hate that term, but it’s the one everyone understands, but basically 
we are teaching our babies how to fall asleep and stay asleep, a very important skill 
because unfortunately babies that don’t sleep become toddlers that don’t sleep 
become kids that don’t sleep. But I digress, studies show that sleep training has no 
negative effects on children, parents or the relationship and attachment. Attachment is 

 



what is formed between infant and caregiver at birth when we meet their needs for 
food and comfort. Attachment is well established now and continued daytime love and 
support will only grow this stronger. There have been many studies but one of the 
biggest ones was a 6 year study on sleep training completed in Australia in 2012. with 
2 groups - study group and control group. study group parents used 2 different sleep 
training methods. Then the control group were the group where the baby was 
comforted to sleep. After initial study, when babies were 4 months old? they were 
checked at 10 month and again at 6 years. Study found no difference in two groups: 
mental and behavioral health, sleep quality, stress levels, or relationship with parents, 
meaning attachment. However the study did find that parents who use a sleep training 
method: get better sleep, suffer less emotional trauma, and experience lower rates of 
postpartum depression. 

As far as middle of the night, you can go just leave her to cry until she goes back to 
sleep but you don’t have to. You can also go in, put a hand on her. Stay up to one 
minute. You can also go in put a hand on her and gently shhh her. or say one phrase 
like it’s okay. Stay up to one minute and leave. You can return every 5 minutes until she 
falls back to sleep. Again don’t do any of this until she can put herself to sleep at 
bedtime. Otherwise it will just be too hard. She’ll get more worked up and you more 
frustrated. The reason is that sleep pressure is strongest at bedtime. This is the best 
and easiest time for her to learn to put herself to sleep. Once she has the skill, middle 
of the nights will go much easier. Do not pick her up or take her out of her crib. If 5 
minutes is too long, that’s the goal but doesn’t have to be that long. 3 minutes, 4 
minutes is fine. Now you have an added small challenge and that is that if she’s able to 
stand, then this can make it a bit harder. But if she’s standing or if she stands up, gently 
lay her back down and put your hand on her. Try not to make eye contact or engage 
with her by speaking too much. If you say anything, just one phrase, “it’s ok” or “it’s 
night time.” 

As far as the classes, the infant class is what you want. The infant class is about baby 
sleep, their sleep cycles and getting the to fall asleep on their own and stay asleep 
through the night. There is a lot more in that class on sleep methods both bedtime and 
night time and naptimes too, sleep issues that some babies have and other 
background information. 

The toddler sleep class is more about getting kids to stay in bed to fall asleep. Because 
once they can get out of bed, they often do and they will test those boundaries at 
bedtime. The good news is, that sleep training as an infant will greatly reduce the 
issues of the toddler getting out of bed and testing. It will most likely still happen but 

 



will be much quicker and easier to fix because the foundation is already set that 
bedtime is bedtime. 

If you have a parenting question about sleep and bedtimes, or anything else you'd like 
answered, send it to Podcast@YourVillageOnline.com. 

Thanks for listening and see you next time!
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