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Erin: Hello and welcome to the Your Village podcast, Parenting Beyond Discipline, the 
place to learn about ALL things parenting and get your questions answered. I’m your 
host, Erin Royer. 

Our first question is from Julie. "My son just turned 3 in June. We have a regular 
bedtime routine for years. We get pjs on, brush teeth and then read a few books. I tuck 
him in and give him hugs and kisses. Despite the regular routine,  He still cries every 
single night when I leave the room. He does calm down and will get to sleep, but there 
are some nights where he yells loudly for me which then wakes my 15 month old 
daughter. My husband owns his own company, so I'm alone all day with the kids and 
have to get 2 to bed at a similar time and at the end of the day I'm so run down. I 
would love to find a way for bed time to be a smoother pain free process." 

Hi Julie, bedtimes can be rough and you have some extra challenges with the 15 
month old. First, I’ll cover some basics about behavior and how what we do as parents 
can either reinforce or reduce the likelihood of a behavior re-occurring just so that you 
can be aware and make decisions with this knowledge in mind. Then I will cover some 
different tips and ways to handle this issue so that bedtimes can become a smoother, 
easier process! 

First, I’m going to discuss behavioral theory and how our responses can shape our 
children’s behavior for better or worse! Or, I should say reinforce behavior or eliminate 
it and depending on the behavior, that may be a good or bad thing!  

Operant Conditioning: 
It is a way of shaping behavior through a system of rewards and/or punishments for 
given behaviors. This basic concept from psych 101 has very practical and important 
applications to human behavior and therefore, parenting. Sometimes parents end up 
working against their (and their child’s) best interest, unknowingly. 

First, it’s important to have a basic understanding of schedules of reinforcement. A 
schedule of reinforcement is basically how often you reinforce a behavior. These 
differing schedule produce different results. 



For each of these, I’m going to use the classic example of the pigeon pecking a lever 
for a pellet of food. Before you get all glassy eyed and wonder why in the world I’m 
talking about pigeons in a science experiment, I promise it’s a good example of how 
some parents unknowingly increase behavior that they don’t want to see. So hang with 
me! 

A fixed-ratio (FR) schedule is a schedule of reinforcement where a response is 
reinforced only after a specified number of responses. So this means giving 
reinforcement, in the case of the pigeon, that is a pellet of food for every peck at the 
lever, or every other peck of the lever. 

When this happens, it produces a steady rate of response with only a brief pause after 
the delivery of the reinforcer. So the pigeon will peck once, eat the pellet and take a 
short break, then peck again or in the case of every other, peck twice, eat the pellet, 
and take a short break. You get the idea. But when it comes to people we never 
reinforce on a fixed ratio. We never make our kids ask 3 times and then give them a 
cookie every third time they ask. We used a variable-ratio schedule. We reinforce after 
an unpredictable number of responses. A perfect example is slot machines.  As we all 
know these are highly addictive for many people because you never know when you 
are going to score. So this results in a high, steady response rate. 

So you might already be able to see how this spills over. If your child asks for a cookie 
or a toy at the store and you say, “No, not today.” then your child asks again, and again 
and again and you finally cave and say, “Oh my goodness, here’s your cookie! Just stop 
asking!” That is a variable rate of response for the reward of the cookie, or toy or back 
rub or whatever your child asked for that you just gave in to after 5 no’s. The next time, 
your child will work even harder to get to the yes. The more this happens, the more 
you increase what we call the “extinction curve” if you ever do decide, OK, we have to 
put a stop to this. I’ve seen this happen with parents who try to sleep train and give up 
half way through. The next time it just makes it harder because they have increased the 
extinction curve. They have taught their child to just work harder and I will eventually 
reward you with what you want, no means yes. Now if you do ever decide to work to 
“undo” a behavior that you have been rewarding through any of these schedules of 
reinforcement. It’s good to be aware of this. I’ll get to how this applies to the bedtime 
issue in a moment, but first I’m going to quickly cover the “extinction burst”. This is an 
increase in behavior right before the behavior begins to extinguish or drop off. This is a 
last ditch, all out effort to see if a child can get his way.  

So let me apply these concepts to bedtime. I’m not saying any of this is good or bad or 
putting any judgement whatsoever on it. I’m just sharing the science of operant 



conditioning in this scenario so that parents can understand how their behavior or 
response to their child will shape the child’s response moving forward. So the behavior 
or stimulus in this case is the child crying when left. In this case, the child is trying to 
shape the parents behavior. So when the child cries and the parent goes in to sooth 
said child, he or she got a positive response or reward for the behavior or crying, like 
the pigeon who gets a pellet of food from pecking the lever. Now, let’s talk about the 
schedule of reinforcement. If the parent goes in right away every time the child cries, 
this is a fixed ratio schedule, meaning the child cries, they get rewarded right away and 
so while it reinforces it, it doesn’t reinforce it nearly as strongly as it would if the parent 
uses a variable ratio, like the slot machines. So let’s say the parents thinks, “I’m going 
to wait it out and see what happens.” and so they wait 2 minutes, 3 minutes, 5 
minutes. Getting agitated and annoyed, 7 minutes and going nuts. 8 minutes AAAAH! 
Can’t stand it and goes in. What did the child learn? The child learned to cry for 8 
minutes because after 8 minutes parent will come in. It just reinforced the behavior 
much more strongly than if they had gone in right away. 8 minutes is the new goal to 
hit next time! So you can see how if this is the pattern, if you decide to try to break it, it 
will be a harder job than if you had always just gone in right away. 

Now I’m going to discuss what the extinction burst looks like and how it plays into this 
scenario as well. As you hopefully remember, the extinction burst is the last ditch, all 
out effort to elicit the desired response. In this case the crying gets very loud and 
stressed and when they have words they will use whatever words they think will get a 
parent in there. I feel bad for parents who have those kids who turn very dramatic and 
do whatever they can to push mom or dads buttons, “I can’t breathe!” (they can! 
Otherwise they wouldn’t be able to talk or cry!) “How can you leave me!” But whatever 
the response it picks up and gets louder and many times this is enough to get a parent 
to come in because they either feel they can’t listen anymore or are afraid of waking 
neighbors if they live in an apartment or other children. This last push means that the 
response is about to peak and then die off. 

OK so this is great, but what do you do? Well you need to decide if you want to and 
are ready to push through this issue or if you prefer to go ahead and just deal with it 
each night until the child outgrows it. No 13 year old is going to cry because you leave 
him or her in the room alone. But in all honesty this could be years. they could still be 
doing it at 7, 8 or 9. So you need to decide. With that said, there are methods that 
don’t require your child to be left alone and cry. There are 3 different methods for 
those parents who do want to get this pattern turned around. Now these methods are 
different in how you use them with infants than with toddlers, meaning once a child is 
out of a crib and can get out of bed on his or her own and some toddlers will just get 
up and come get you over and over while others will just lay there and cry. 



the first method is called the slow transition method and Julie, this may be what you 
want to consider because while it takes longer, it eliminates the crying pretty much 
altogether during the process. This method is a way of slowly moving away from your 
child relying on your presence to fall asleep. It can take 5-6 weeks to complete. It 
would look something like this: 
During the first week, after the routine you can sit on the bed with your hand on your 
child. 
week 2, do your bedtime routine then sit on the edge of the bed without touching your 
child 
week 3, do the routine, but sit on the floor or on a chair by the bed. 
week 4, routine and sit by the doorway. 
week 5, routine and stay just outside the door, reading a book. 
Of course you can tweak things to your needs so long as you don’t go backwards. In 
other words, in week 2 if you need to put your hand on your child’s back every so 
often, do so. Just make sure to stay on the edge of the bed and to only do so 
intermittently.  You want the overall goal to be moving towards independence. As you 
can see it is just slow steps from staying to tucking in and leaving. You can choose 
implement steps that work for you that are slowly decreasing your presence at 
bedtime. 

There are pros and cons to this method and troubleshooting tips if you encounter 
issues with a child pushing back or begging to move back a step once you go to 
implement the next step. So if you want more information on this, you can see the 
toddler sleep class on the website at YourVillageOnline.com under the Development 
and Health section. Also, you can check out the other two bedtime methods for 
toddlers in the class as well, both are quicker than this method, the check-in method 
which usually lasts 10 days and also has no crying and the mantra method, which also 
includes no crying except for kids who stay in the room and cry rather than getting out 
of bed. But the mantra method is the fastest method 3-5 days, with significant 
improvements by day 3 and covers troubleshooting any common issues for both of 
these. So if you want to know more, check out that class. I have a promo code you can 
use for 20% off of either sleep class or either membership, monthly or 3 months. Just 
enter the code SLEEP at the bottom of the checkout page! 

The next question comes from Talia, I absolutely love your podcast! I'm so glad I found 
you. I have two boys, age 5 and 7, who are very active, "typical" boys. I am crafty and 
girly, and enjoy calmer activities. When spending one-on-one time with each of my 
boys, it can be challenging to find common interests. I am not so good at playing 
pretend battles with action figures and stuffed animals. How do you find common 
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ground to enjoy fun time together? What are some good mom/son activities that we 
can both share? Thank you so much! Ha ha! I love this question Talia! I’m not good at 
that stuff either! So here are some ideas, games. My 6 year old LOVES to play a 
simplified version of Risk. both boys love battleship (although that’s a 2 person game 
but you could take turns helping each child play each other) pie face showdown. My 
kids get a HUGE kick out of that. It’s 2 people at a time but it’s quick and you can just 
switch around. It’s a sitting game but because someone always gets splatted in the face 
with whip cream, or whatever you decide to put on it, it’s silly and active enough to 
keep their attention. Spill the beans, cooties, the choices for fun games are almost 
endless! Oh, hullaballoo is another active game although your 7 year old might be 
getting slightly on the older end. Do either of them like to build with lego or blocks? 
How about frisbee or throwing a football, I’m a nerf football girl myself! Both of my 
boys actually like coloring and crafts. My oldest is totally into harry potter and by 
default then so are my other 2. They wanted to make harry potter wands from those 
plastic chopsticks. They couldn’t get enough of that. They needed my help because 
the designs require the use of a hot glue gun and they would put beads and paint 
them to decorate. Is there something they are really into like superheroes or star wars 
or even army that you can find a fun related craft to do? Building forts is also always 
fun. If you have any nerf guns, nerf gun battles can be fun. Kids love when adults get 
involved in these. We also have lightsabers made out of pool noodles for light saber 
battles and again, they love when adults get in on this silly type of play. I’d love to hear 
suggestions from other parents about how they like play with their sons, especially if 
they aren’t the most adept at playing in the same way or types of activities that their 
sons generally choose to play. If you have more suggestions, please send them my way 
or if you have any parenting question you’d like answered, send them to 
Podcast@YourVillageOnline.com.  

Thanks for listening and see you next time!
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