FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL: HELPING YOUR CHILD OVERCOME SEPARATION

Clinical psychologist Mark Crawford says separation anxiety is fairly common among children ages 6 to 10. "It's most often associated with a child's fear of something happening to a parent if they are not there to watch over them," Crawford explains. "Children have this irrational fear that, 'If I can't see Mom or see Dad, something may happen to them an they may not come back." Crawford suggests a child doesn't have to be going off to school to experience anxiety. It can happen at home when a parent leaves a room for a couple of minutes. "It's pretty dramatic.  Typically, what happens is children will cling onto the parents, quite literally, they will grab on to their leg or their hand. They'll almost have a panic response."  The behavior usually occurs with one parent and not the other, Crawford says. "Anxiety in kids can look sometimes like defiance, rebellion, anger or stubbornness when it's really just panic, kids panicking because they are so afraid." Children will eventually outgrow separation anxiety, Crawford says, but there are many things parents can do to speed up the process. Make sure children meet their new teacher and see where they'll sit in the classroom before school starts in order to get familiar with the environment. Allow the child to pick out a new backpack and school supplies, reports Judy Fortin for CNN.

Sending along a transitional item like a photo, special toy or note from Mom or Dad can help ease fears on the first day. Crawford advises parents to model confidence. "What happens a lot of times -- a parent's anxiety feeds the child's anxiety. ... Just say 'I'll be fine. You'll be fine.  This is where you're supposed to be, and I will be here, and everything will be OK.' "

http://www.cnn.com/2007/HEALTH/family/08/20/hm.separation.anxiety/index.html
