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Separation anxiety and settling in  

Penny Tassoni, child development expert and President of the Professional Association for Childcare 

and Early Years, offers advice on the transition to childcare for both children and their parents. 

We see that from the first few minutes a baby is born, babies look up, but what they are searching for 

is eyes, the face of a human. We are born to be social, we are born to find and become part of a tribe. 

Nature didn’t intend children to move out of their tribe. So as far as childcare is concerned, this throws 

up some issues – not necessarily problems. From infancy, our emotional connections with primary 

care givers provide us with emotional security and when the time for separation comes, when parents 

return to work, anxieties can appear.  

There a number of points to remember when it comes to returning to work and settling your child into 

a childcare setting: 

 

 Separation anxiety in parents is common - as parents, instinct is not to leave your child with 
someone you don’t know. When you do, separation behaviours and anxieties in parents and 
children can develop 

 Recognise how difficult it is for the child - children can adapt from situation to situation if 
they have their trusted network with them, but do lack in adaptability when this is absent 

 When choosing childcare – watch your child in the setting - all adults working with children 
have to have skills to know how to build an attachment. It’s not for the child to make the 
attachment to the adult. It’s about the adult having enough knowledge, experience and skill 
to find ways of making this connection. Children have an amazing sense, without words 
being spoken, of whether this is someone who wants to be with them 

 Take a step back - To counter stress levels allow time for the key worker to build up a strong 
relationship with your child. In order for this relationship to develop, it is important for you 
to gradually step back, allowing time for your child to interact and play with the new person  

 Don’t rush – making the effort to settle children in and build a positive relationship can, and 
will, have a direct impact upon their learning and development. The amount of time a new 
child is left should build up over a few sessions. Don’t leave your child unless you are sure 
s/he can cope. A few tears are fine, but serious wailing is a sign that a child is in distress  

 Saying goodbye - there is disappointment when the person a child most wants to be with is 
not available to them. When you leave they may have a moment of feeling sad but a hug 
from their carer will soon reassure them  

 Don’t linger or cut and run –when you feel forced that you have to leave your child, but 
inside you don’t actually feel you have connected with their key worker. ‘Long lingerers’ 
tend to feel they can’t physically leave the premises, ‘cut and runners’ try and leave as soon 
as possible. From a child’s perspective neither long lingering nor cut and running is helpful.  

 Look for the signs - signs that a good attachment has been made include showing 
uninhibited physical contact with their keyworker – this could be hugging, even playfully 
hitting or sitting or climbing on; their key worker. Also showing concern when their 
keyworker is not there. If these behaviours are evident, you can rest assured your child is 
happy in their setting 

 


