
Transitioning to Preschool 
 
Transitioning into a new environment can be a difficult and stressful time for both parent and child.  
In the book What to Expect the Toddler Years by Arlene Eisenberg, Heidi E. Murkoff, and Sandee 
E. Hathaway, the authors outline steps for making the transition to preschool “happier and 
smoother” (p. 824). 
 

v First step:  Prior to starting school, speak to your child regarding the new adventure on 
which he/she is about to embark.  Discuss with enthusiasm the daily activities of 
preschool, talk to siblings or neighbors who currently attend school, and read books on the 
subject.  Be careful not to be overzealous, as this may make your child apprehensive and 
suspicious – “nothing can be that good” (p. 824). 

 
v Next step:  In the beginning it is important to be available to your child.  Having a loved 

one close by gives the child the sense of security needed to feel comfortable to investigate 
their new environment.  The authors stress the importance of letting your child know you 
are available; however, “do not hover as he or she explores new surroundings and meets 
new people” (p. 825).  Allow the child space to bond with the teachers, and as the child 
becomes more comfortable, gradually remove yourself from the classroom environment. 

 
 
Many of you have heard us say that you should be “boring” when you are in the classroom.  An 
important part of the preschool experience is the social skills which are developed and 
strengthened.  In order for the children to bond with their teachers and create relationships with 
their peers, they need to become engaged in the activities of the classroom. 
 

v Final step:  “Saying goodbye” (p. 825).  While it may seem that your child would transition 
better if you left the room without him/her noticing, it actually creates anxiety for your 
child.  Always make sure you say goodbye to your child.  Tell your child who is picking up 
that day and when that will be (“After you sing the goodbye song, Lauren will pick you up.  
I will see you later after your nap”).  It is most important that “you leave with a convincing 
smile on your face that tells your toddler that you’re confident he or she will have a good 
time” (p. 825). 

 
Some other points to remember when you are leaving:  Reassure him/her that you always come 
back and that you love him/her; give one kiss and one hug (two-year-olds are great negotiators so 
make sure they do not convince you to prolong the separation – this will only make it more 
difficult); never lie about who is picking up – if you won’t be picking up but you think it may be 
easier to say you will, please know that this will only bring disappointment when someone else 
picks up. 
 
A few other reminders: 
o It is extremely important to keep drop off time consistent.  As much as possible, we would like 

all students to arrive within at least 15 minutes of class start time.  Young children are easily 
distracted and if children are arriving sporadically throughout the day, this can create a 
distraction for the children already in class.  Also, if a child arrives late and expresses anxiety 



about separation, it can bring about anxiety in the other children who have already transitioned 
into the day. 

o After the children are ready to make a full transition to school, we ask that parents/caregivers 
refrain from remaining in the classroom past the initial drop off.  After all of the children are 
fully transitioned, we will have events in the classroom which will give the parents an 
opportunity to participate in the day. 

o Sometimes children need a security item from home to help console them in times of stress.  
Pick out a favorite small toy or stuffed animal which can remain in the classroom or child’s 
cubby and is accessible whenever the child needs it. 

o Pick up time is also an important part of the day.  Parents/caregivers should be at the facility at 
least 5 minutes prior to dismissal time and remain in the lobby or library area.  The children 
become anxious when they watch their peers leave school and do not see anyone there for them.  
Also, the teachers finish the day with a story and the goodbye song.  If a child sees his/her parent 
or caregiver prior to dismissal time, he/she is no longer interested in the activity and is ready to 
leave school.   

 
 

We hope this information is helpful in making the transition to preschool successful and as stress-
free as possible! 

 



Separation Anxiety: 15 Ways to Ease Your 
Child's Fears 
by Cathryn Tobin, MD, author of The Parent's Problem Solver 

It took months before I was able to leave five-year-old Madison, my fourth child, at school 
without having to peel her fingers off of me one-by-one and endure her tears and tantrums. The 
curious thing was that she'd gone to nursery school the previous year without making a fuss. 
Although Madison's teachers reassured me that she settled down and seemed worry-free within 
minutes after I left, I didn't know how heart-broken I would feel leaving her in such a state. 
 
Separation anxiety is a little one's way of saying how much they really don't want to say good-
bye. Most preschoolers and grade-schoolers experience it at some point in their early lives. 
Sometimes it occurs out of the blue after a change in the environment. Other times separation 
anxiety occurs because children are worried about life at home -- perhaps because parents are 
fighting or someone is sick -- and they feel a sense of uncertainty about leaving home. Most 
often, however, separation anxiety is purely a "missing mom" issue. Madison fussed for months 
on end until I had my eldest daughter drop her off. Almost immediately, the tears and tantrums 
disappeared. Follow these 15 strategies and you may be able to minimize the problem too. 
 
DO: Keep your good-byes short and sweet. In doing so, you convey the message that you have 
confidence in your child's ability to cope. 
 
DON'T: Hover around. Your child will sense your anxiety, and this will make it more difficult 
for her to calm down. 
 
DO: Tuck a family picture or a loving reminder away in your child's backpack for her to look at 
later in the day. 
 
DON'T: Sneak out. You want your child to know unequivocally that she can trust you. 
 
DO: Develop loving good-bye routines. Madison and I invented a kiss-hug-nose-rub routine that 
we both enjoy. 
 
DON'T: Bargain or bribe your child to behave. Your little one should be allowed her feelings. 
 
DO: Send clear messages. Your child needs to know that you expect him to go to school no 
matter how much he fusses, cries or stamps his feet. 
 
DON'T: Take your school-aged child home. If you do, you send the message that if your child 
cries enough he won't have to stay. 
 
DO: Invite children from the class over, so your child can forge friendships that will make the 
transition easier. 



 
DON'T: Get upset. By keeping an upbeat and positive attitude about your child's school, teacher 
and friends, you'll help your child feel safe and enjoy his time at school. 
 
DO: Ask your spouse or another family member to take a turn dropping your child off, or pick 
up one of your child's classmates on the way to school, and your problems may disappear with 
lightning speed. 
 
DON'T: Discuss problems with the teacher in the morning. Save conversations and questions for 
the end of the day. 
 
DO: Involve the teacher. You need someone on the other end who will greet your child and ease 
the transition. 
 
DON'T: Be surprised if you solve the problem and it reoccurs after holidays and sick days. 
 
DO: Believe in your child's ability to make positive changes. 
 
Remember: Separation anxiety means that a strong and loving bond exists between you and your 
child. 
 
Cathryn Tobin, M.D., is a pediatrician, midwife and a member of the Canadian Pediatric Society and the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons. Her 
new book The Parent's Problem Solver: Smart Solutions for Everyday Discipline and Behavior Problems was published by Random House. Dr. Tobin has 
been speaking on parenting issues for more than 20 years. She lives with her husband and four children in Ontario.  
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The First Day of School: Dealing with Preschool Separation Anxiety

Separation anxiety is a very common problem for preschool children,
especially during the first few weeks of school. You may also see some
separation anxiety in children after an illness, a vacation, or even a long
weekend, where they have become accustomed to being at home for a
long period of time. 

A preschool child is at the age where he is learning to negotiate his
independence, a concept that is both exciting and scary at the same
time. With the realization that he is his own person, with wants and needs
that are separate from yours, comes the realization that you may not
always be by his side. Going to preschool can make this last point
painfully clear, causing your child to become anxious about letting you out
of his sight. Here are some tips for cutting down on separation anxiety
during the preschool years:

Remember that children do pick up on your mood, even if they cannot yet articulate their
feelings, so try to remain calm and positive about your child going to school, especially if it is for
the first time.
Do not automatically assume that your child is worried about starting school or that she will have
separation anxiety. Do not signal that she should be nervous by asking leading questions, such
as, “Are you worried about starting preschool and being away from mommy?” Instead, focus on
the exciting aspects of starting school.
Make sure that you have made the right choice in selecting a preschool for your child. Check out
a few different places, ask for referrals from other parents, and spend a few hours in each school
that you are considering. Think about the environment with your own child in mind: Is this a place
where she will feel comfortable? Is this a good match for her personality and activity
level? Finding the right fit for your child is extremely important. 
Make a few visits to the preschool in the weeks leading up to the first day. If there is an
orientation, make sure to attend it with your child so he can meet the teacher, or arrange another
time for him to do so. If possible, spend time in the classroom and in the play areas, or simply
walk around outside the building on a few different occasions. Make sure your child knows where
the bathroom is located and any other orienting details that he needs. The more time you can
spend at the school before school actually starts, the easier the transition will be.
Try to find at least one or two other children that will be in your child’s class (or at least attending
the same preschool) and get together with their families before school starts. If your child starts
to express worry about preschool, remind him that he will see his friends there.
Prepare ahead of time for the first day of school, and make it a special event to look forward to.  
In the days leading up to the first day, talk to your child about what will happen that morning. Tell
him how excited you are about all the fun he is going to have, and how you can’t wait to hear
about everything he is going to do.
Do not drag out the separation process, especially on the first day. Take your child to the
classroom, hug her, tell her that you love her, tell her what time you will back to pick her up, and
then leave. Do not stay or return if your child begins to cry.   If you have put the effort into
selecting the right school for your child, then the teachers will know how to distract your child and
make her feel comfortable. 
Plan ahead about how you will handle your own feelings about leaving your child so that she
does not see you getting upset, and then get upset herself. Think about what you will say when



you leave your child and how you will keep from getting emotional in front of her.
Always be there on time to pick up your child. Being on time is especially important during the
first few days of school. If she believes that you will be there to pick her up when you said you
would, then she will be more likely to separate easily. 

Children may display anxiety about separation in different ways, such as fighting with you about getting
dressed in the morning, refusing to make eye contact with or talk to the teacher, being overly clingy,
and/or throwing a tantrum. Understand that different children react to separations and new situations in
different ways; some children adapt more easily (which does not mean that they don’t love you or
miss you while you are gone!) and some are shyer and take longer to adjust. However, if you can
manage to stay consistent with your routines, both at home and at school, your child should eventually
become comfortable with the process of you leaving her at preschool.

Planning ahead can cut down on problems with separation, both for you and your child. Stay calm, be
positive, and trust the teachers to handle the situation once you leave. Keep to a regular routine as
much as possible, and keep any other major changes to a minimum in the few weeks leading up to the
start of school. 



Friendships & Relationships 

 
Will I Have a Friend? 
By Miriam Cohen 

 
Friends at School? 
By Rochelle Bunnett 

 
My New Friend is So Fun! 
By Mo Willems 

 
Duck, Duck, Goose  
By Tad Hills 

 
Mama, Do You Love Me? 
By Barbara M. Joose 

 
Papa, Do You Love Me? 
By Barbara M. Joose 

 
 
 
 

 



Separating - Starting School 

 
The Kissing Hand 
By Audrey Penn 

 
Owl Babies 
By Martin Waddell 

 
Llama Llama Misses Momma 
By Anna Dewdney 

 
The Pout-Pout Fish Goes to School 
By Deborah Diesen 

 
Pete the Cat 
By Eric Litwin 

 
Froggy Goes to School 
By Jonathan London 

 
Mouse’s First Day of School 
By Lauren Thompson  

 
I Am Too Absolutely Small for School 
By Lauren Child  
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