
 
  

 

 
 

 

      Separation Anxiety 
      

Everyone experiences anxiety at times, and it is completely normal. Some children experience 
separation anxiety meaning they find it very difficult to be apart from their parents or carer.  
Crying and clinginess are common reactions. Every child responds differently. Although this can 
be upsetting for both you and your child, it's completely normal and will usually be a phase.  
 
Here are some strategies to help you manage and cope with separation anxiety during school 
drop-off: 

 
Supporting Your Child Emotionally 

 
Stay calm and patient 
Your child’s reaction is normal. Remaining calm helps your child feel safe and reassured. 
Children look to you for cues - showing confidence in the school and staff (e.g. friendly 
interactions, relaxed body language) helps them feel safe. 
 
Acknowledge feelings 
Avoid dismissing your child’s emotions (e.g. “you’re fine”). 
Instead, name and validate them:  

• “I can see you feel nervous. That makes sense.” 
Then calmly hold the boundary: 

• “It’s time for school, and I’ll see you later.” 
 
Face fears gradually 
Avoiding situations (such as school) may reduce anxiety in the 
short term, but it can increase anxiety over time. Gradually facing fears, step by step, helps 
children learn they can cope. 

 
Preparing for School 

 
Prepare ahead of time 
Talk through what will happen the night before or in the morning. 
Knowing what to expect reduces uncertainty and helps children 
feel safer. 
 
Use a visual timetable 
Timetables help children understand the day. This is especially 
useful if transitions are difficult. Include pictures (e.g. being 
collected at 3pm) to show that the day has an end point. You 
could also use a RAG rating (Red, Amber, Green) to help your 
child identify and communicate worries. 
 
Offer simple choices 
Give limited choices (e.g. “red socks or blue socks?”). 

 

 



This helps children feel in control while keeping routines consistent. 
 
Practice through role play 
Act out the school drop-off routine using toys or role play. Show your child what will happen, 
including feeling worried and then settling, to build familiarity and confidence. 
This is particularly effective for neurodiverse children because it: 

• reduces unpredictability 
• builds “scripts” for real situations 

 
Provide familiar connections 
Encourage your child to connect with familiar peers (e.g. meeting a friend at the gate or 
travelling together). 

 
At School Drop-Off 

 
Create a goodbye ritual 
Keep it consistent, calm, and brief (e.g. hug, phrase, handshake).  
Avoid returning after saying goodbye, as this can increase 
anxiety. 
 
Use grounding techniques 
Model calm behaviour, even though separation can feel 
stressful. 
Teach simple techniques such as the 5-4-3-2-1 method: 

• 5 things you can see 
• 4 things you can touch 
• 3 things you can hear 
• 2 things you can smell 
• 1 thing you can taste 

A “rainbow walk” (finding colours in the environment) can also help.  
These techniques can be used on the journey to school or just before separation. 
 

Support During the School Day 
 
Use transitional objects 
Children may find comfort in: 

• A small item from home (toy, photo, keyring) 
• A handkerchief with a familiar scent 
• A drawn symbol (e.g. a heart or smiley face on both your wrists) 

These act as reminders that they are still connected to you. 
 
Identify a safe place 
Work with school to provide a quiet space if your child feels overwhelmed. 
 
Identify a trusted adult 
A familiar staff member can provide reassurance and support regulation. 
 
Keep approaches consistent 
Use the same language, routines, and strategies at home and school to reduce confusion and 
build security. 

 

 

   



Build Coping Skills 
 
Teach self-calming strategies 
Help your child practise coping skills such as: 

• deep breathing 
• counting 
• muscle relaxation 
• drawing or writing feelings 

 
Encourage positive thinking  
Simple, reassuring statements can help, such as: 

• “I love you” 
• “You’re doing really well” 
• “Soon it will be home time” 

Children may benefit from writing their own affirmations to keep with them. 
 
Problem-solve together 
Support your child to plan for worries about new situations: 

1. Identify the concern (e.g. “I might not find my friend at break time”). 
2. Brainstorm solutions together. 
3. Discuss pros and cons and rate each option. 
4. Choose one or two strategies to try. 

 
After School 

 
Give positive feedback 
Praise your child for their efforts, even small steps forward.  
Simple reward systems can help build confidence and motivation. 
 
Reflect together 
Talk about what went well once your child is calm at home.  
Keep it positive and gentle, focusing on successes rather than difficulties. 
 

Additional Strategies 
 
Consider sensory needs 
Busy, noisy school environments can increase anxiety. You may want to: 

• arrive slightly earlier/later to avoid crowds 
• provide ear defenders or a sensory object 
• speak with school about quieter entry options 

 
Use stories and books 
Stories can help children understand and manage emotions. 
Recommended resources include: 

• ‘The Invisible String’ by Patrice Karst 
• Book lists at: www.littleparachutes.com/category/feelings/anxiety 

 
Edited June 2026. The above advice is based on our experiences of working with children 

who have autism and related difficulties. 
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