
 

Your Village: Parenting Beyond Discipline 
#235: Extreme Separation Anxiety Transcript 

Erin: Welcome to the Your Village podcast, Parenting Beyond Discipline. Your Village is 
the most comprehensive site for evidence-based parenting classes available on-
demand at YourVillageOnline.com. Our classes give parents the foundation, steps and 
tools for creating strong, healthy relationships with their children, resulting in 
responsible, cooperative, happy and successful children and families! My goal is to 
help parents support their children in finding and reaching their own unique potential. 
The podcast is a place to learn about all things parenting and get your questions 
answered! I’m Your Village founder and your host, Erin Royer. 

Hi everyone! I hope you are having a great week! Ready for the changes that come 
with the seasons. I know with younger kids there isn’t much changeover when it comes 
to school schedules and such. But if you have older kids, then I know you are, like me, 
probably looking forward to a switch. I’m excited that my kids will finally be leaving the 
house a few days a week starting in mid June. I cannot wait. Not even for me, but for 
them. They need that connection with other kids. So I’m very much looking forward to 
that. It cannot happen soon enough! 

Today’s question is about separation anxiety that is a bit more on the extreme side. 

Hi! This is Claudia! I have a question for you! I have a toddler who is 2 and a few weeks. 
He is struggling with daycare/preschool. On Monday it will be his 3rd week and the 
teaches spoke to my husband last Friday and mentioned they have not seen any 
improvements and won’t eat his lunch at times and a few days all he does is cry all day 
long. They will try different ways this week if there’s no improvement they will discuss 
other options. They don’t want to do any harm to my son or allow him to influence 
other toddlers in his class. A little back story he has never been in any other watch but 
mine or my mother in laws. There has been a HUGE change in our life’s where we 
moved into our new home, he is no longer having a bottle for any form of comfort or 
anything. We transitioned him to sleep in his own room and he will walks up in the 
middle of the night and sneak in our bed.. I know it’s a lot on him but I don’t know what 
to do! I’m lost as a parent he is my first and only child. At home his behavior has 
changed. he cries if I leave the room or I’m not in site. Tantrums like no other. Pls help!! 

I’m going to start out by giving a quick introduction to separation anxiety. I know I’ve 
discussed it before but for a refresher for everyone and also to lay some groundwork 
for this information so we all understand what it is and why it happens with toddlers. 
While the separation anxiety Claudia’s son is experiencing is more than we normally 
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see in toddlers, I still feel like it is within the range of normal, especially given all the 
changes. So after I cover the basics of separation anxiety, I’ll talk about why this is still 
not something I feel is a concern and give tips to help Claudia make steps towards her 
son feeling more secure.  

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

(11) 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. 

(13) Now I will discuss why it is good for your child to experience separation anxiety 
   
(14) 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  

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

(16) 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. 
(17)  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. 

(18) in our home 
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. Her twin however, only once, 
once did he ever protest at my leaving and it was like 30 seconds. I was almost a little 
offended that he never seemed to mind! But rest assured for any parents who’s children 
DO NOT express separation anxiety, it does NOT necessarily mean that you don’t have 
a secure attachment. It likely only means that this child has a very different 
temperament. Chanlder is the most snuggly, lovey child. But he just happened to 
always be excited about going into school, seeing his peers and having new 
experiences! Carter fell somewhere in the middle of these two. 

(19) There are 4 stages to separation anxiety 
 Some of these may sound scary or bad, but they are all normal stages.  Kids 
pass through each stage quite quickly. 
 (20) The first stage is the protest stage. 
 (21) 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. 
 (22) the second stage is Despair  
  (23) happens right after parent leaves. 
        The child may drop to floor 
        and sob for a few minutes 
 (24)The third stage is Adjustment 
 (25) In this stage, the child finds a way to calm himself 
 by engaging with the teacher 
 or finding a friend to play with 
 (26) The last stage is Emotional detachment.  



 

 (27)This just means they change focus from the despair of missing the caregiver 
onto connecting with the teacher, a friend or an activity 

When we get back after the break, I will give some more background information 
about this developmental process and tips to work with children who really struggle 
with separation anxiety to alleviate this experience for everyone. 

Now that we’re back after the break, I want discuss one more aspect of this balance of 
attachment vs. security and then get to specific tips on working on improving the 
feelings of security so that your toddlers and even young children, while separation 
anxiety usually dissipates for most kids by age 4-5, for others it can come and go up to 
around age 7. If you are seeing it later than age 7, then it’s definitely time to do some 
counseling around it. 

As our toddlers age, they do create more and more of a secure attachment. You will 
often see toddlers at gatherings and parks (I know for some this may have been a while 
since this has happened and I hope it can start to happen again soon if for some of you 
it isn’t happening to even a small degree already) but you will see toddlers go play and 
then come back and check in. This is their way of making sure their attachment figure is 
still available to connect with and it’s a healthy way of them showing they are working 
on independence but that they also still need that connection and reassurance. But if 
your toddler does not feel like joining in play, it’s ok. Just encourage but without 
pushing. I’ll talk about that a little more in a minute. 

I want to talk about age also. Age 3 to 3 1/2 is really when the exploding in social skills 
happens. This is when they are finally developing cooperative play skills and to begin 
to build connections of friendship too. For this reason, for Claudia or any other parent 
who’s younger toddler is struggling with SA in preschool, at barely 2 or really anything 
under 3, there isn’t much social interaction happeneing. It may look like it since they 
are all sitting near each other. They may hand each other a crayon or a block or 
something. But they aren’t really capable of interactive play with other toddlers. So if 
your toddler is really struggling like Claudia’s son, there is no social interaction that you 
need to feel concerned that they are missing out on. Take the time to work on 
increasing their feelings of secure attachment and then you can have them start 
preschool closer to 3 or 3 1/2. That’s when preschool is most advantageous. 

Here are some things to do: 

First, in Claudia’s case or if you are experiencing something similar, I would remove him 
from the program for the time being. If he were settling in after 20-30 minutes, it’s one 



 

thing but if he’s crying for hours and not eating lunch, he needs to take a few steps 
back. 
Then take time to get him comfortable at home so that you can leave the room without 
the meltdowns. Once he’s no longer going to preschool, then this will likely dissipate 
within a week or two anyway. Work on the secure connection and some ways to do this 
include: 
 20 minutes of one on one time each day, anytime during the day. Get down on 
the floor and play whatever he wants, following his lead. If he pulls out the duplo, take 
some blocks and ask, “what are we building?” “Where do you think I should put the 
big yellow one?” “what about this little blue one?” “do you think right here is good?” 
Just spend some solid time connecting. Have him “Help” with tasks, whether it’s 
putting things on the table at lunchtime, handing him clothes out of the drying to put 
in the basket, any little task he can do. This builds his self-esteem because he feels 
needed and valued and he gets to spend that time with you so it really helps him feel 
more secure in the connection. 

Then have playdates with one or two other kids at your house or theirs or go to the 
park. This way he gets practice at playing around other kids with you closely. He can 
come checkin but he will feel more comfortable exploring their toys or playing on the 
park equipment and working on some physical separation because he knows you are 
staying. The toys and climbing equipment can be enticing enough to get him to 
engage with something other than mom. 

Once this is going well, do some small outings 2-30 minutes while leaving him with 
someone, especially if it’s another mom he’s been around during those playdates it 
won’t be totally unfamiliar. Even if he’s struggling the entire time (at that point hopefully 
not and it goes well) either way you are back in 20 -30 minutes anyway. IF he’s not 
taking to it. Go back to park and play dates and keep working on it and try again a 
couple weeks or a month later. Once you can leave and he seems to either have little 
reaction or protests but gets over it within a short period and moves on to playing, 
then you can start staying away longer, 45 minutes to an hour and take it up from there. 

Then by the time he’s 3 to 3 1/2 he should be well practiced and able to at least start 
out with half days, if not full days at daycare, whatever is your preference so long as 
he’s managing well. 

When you do get to the stage of leaving him: 

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 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.  

(39) 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! 

As I mentioned earlier, also Don’t push your child to join others. This will also only 
backfire. The more you push the more they feel insecure about joining others The goal 
is to support autonomy without forcing. 

So I hope that was helpful for everyone dealing with any kind of separation anxiety 
concerns. If you want to learn more about your child’s unique temperament and ways 
you can support them with any struggles they have including separation anxiety based 
on their temperament traits, the class on temperament is a great one. Also the classes 
on self esteem, 0-5 and 5 and over have lots of information and tips how to help your 
child build a strong sense of self esteem and confidence.There are some very common 
pitfalls in this area that parents often engage in not knowing that they actually 
undermines self esteem instead of building it. Of course the class on separation anxiety 
covers additional information, different scenarios and tips for preschool or other drop-
offs to make them smoother and help your child with these transitions. These and all 
the other 60+ parenting classes, including the latest one on Mindfulness for kids are on 
the website at yourvillageone.com 

Thanks for listening and see you next week! 

Dear Erin, 

I am a mom of an almost 2 year old boy and this experience has been the most eye-
opening of my life so far. I've become so interested in everything that has to do with 
child development, and have seen the many ways that my own upbringing affected 
who I am today (in many, not-so-positive ways). My husband and I do everything we 
can to educate ourselves to be the best parents possible. We love learning about 
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childhood development from the smallest things like rewards charts to the bigger 
things like how to handle tantrums. I've been inspired by your podcast and others to 
get more involved in this work you're doing in the world. I know so many more parents 
need this information. So, I was wondering, what advice do you have for someone 
looking to become a childhood development educator? I'm interested in working with 
parents and babies/toddlers and am just not sure how to get started. I feel I need more 
education and research experience in order to be considered a credible source of 
information. Right now, I work in a university admission office and have prior 
experience as a teacher, but other than that I just have all the books I've read and 
podcasts I've listened to. Should I get a Master's Degree? If so, in what? Should I take 
a certification course of some kind? I'm open to any advice! I'd love to begin by 
volunteering or being employed by an organization in Colorado that does this kind of 
work already so that I can learn under the direction of some experts like yourself. But, 
I'm also interested in possibly becoming a consultant with my own business.  
I really admire your work and am so thankful to know parents have this resource to turn 
to. It has helped me overcome some of my own challenges and I've shared your 
podcast with many of my friends. 

I look forward to your advice and to hearing more about your own journey to getting 
involved in this field. 

All my best, 
Amanda R. 
If you are interested in learning more about development and how to support it 
including choosing a preschool and other areas of education, positive discipline or any 
of the 60 parenting classes visit the website at yourvillageonline.com 

If you have a parenting question you’d like answered, send an email to 
podcast@yourvillageonline.com 

Thanks for listening and see you next week! 
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